Literary And Linguistic Studies In Sefer Bilvam (Numbers 22–24) by Moyer, Clinton
LITERARY AND LINGUISTIC STUDIES  
IN SEFER BILvAM (NUMBERS 22–24) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Dissertation 
Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School 
of Cornell University 
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
by 
Clinton John Moyer 
August 2009 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2009 Clinton John Moyer 
LITERARY AND LINGUISTIC STUDIES  
IN SEFER BILvAM (NUMBERS 22–24) 
Clinton John Moyer, Ph.D. 
Cornell University 2009 
 
This dissertation’s holistic approach to Sefer Bilvam, applied in the course of 
its philological and literary treatments of the text, yields significant new observations 
that stand in dialogue with the lengthy established discourse on this pericope. In the 
first portion of the study, a considerable number of individual linguistic peculiarities 
receive close attention, and contribute collectively toward a demonstration of style-
switching and setting-switching as devices operative in the text. The study’s second 
part moves beyond these features, first treating the minutiae of the pericope’s literary 
mechanics, and then turning to the larger tropes and patterns operative not only within 
this text, but also between it and other portions of the biblical corpus. Ultimately, this 
research highlights the richness, complexity, and subtlety of Sefer Bilvam as a 
sophisticated literary unit, and demonstrates that literary and linguistic approaches are 
crucial for accessing the totality of such material’s intrinsic meaning. In addition, 
however, it re-engages prior discourse by providing a new perspective from which to 
evaluate longstanding questions about this pericope’s date of composition and 
historical context. Specifically, it points to the conclusion that this is a Judahite text 
from the 8th century BCE, whose content draws on Gileadite Balaam traditions that 
penetrated into Judah as a consequence of Assyrian incursions into the region under 
Tiglath-Pileser III (744–727 BCE).
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of Goals 
The holistic approach to Sefer Bilvam that I undertake in this dissertation, 
which incorporates underapplied linguistic and literary approaches, yields significant 
contributions to preexisting scholarly discourse on the pericope. On the one hand, it 
provides a range of new perspectives on the traditional questions of dating, 
provenance, redaction, and historical context, which collectively point to the 
pericope’s identity as a single, unified, mid- to late-8th-century Judahite composition. 
On the other hand, it leads to a number of significant thematic observations about 
various aspects of the pericope, including: the gradual development of Balaam from 
mercenary diviner to true prophet; the condemnation of empty ritual practices; the 
praiseworthiness of Israel as God’s chosen people; the integral contribution of the 
supposedly independent “jenny episode” to the literary construction of the pericope as 
a whole; the chronological schema of the pericope, culminating in a celebration of 
David’s military successes; and the pericope’s engagement and employment of certain 
important points arising elsewhere in biblical literature. Thus, while this examination 
provides fresh perspectives from which to approach the overarching concerns of 
traditional scholarship, its primary worth derives from its concern not with questions 
about the text (date, authorship, and so on), but with questions about how the text 
conveys meaning, and what tools are used to achieve this. 
Primary Concerns of Prior Scholarship on This Pericope 
Opinions on the origin, makeup, and significance of Sefer Bilvam vary 
extremely widely. At one end of the spectrum, the regimented source-critical 
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perspectives of Otto Eissfeldt, Martin Noth, and Sigmund Mowinckel, for instance, 
have been called into question in recent years, to the extent that Baruch A. Levine 
wrote that “any attempt to fit the Balaam narrative into a strict, source-critical 
structure, assigning discrete sections of the text variously to J and E, is ultimately 
unenlightening and counterproductive.”1 Even so, at the opposite end of this spectrum, 
the traditional source-critical approach has informed many scholarly perspectives 
subsequent to its earliest application to this text, such as that of Angelo Tosato in his 
structural examination of Balaam’s first two oracles (Num 23:7–10, 18–24), 
traditionally ascribed to E; and, to a lesser extent, Richard Elliott Friedman’s recent 
presentation of the entire pericope.2 
Likewise with regard to the dating of the text, scholarly efforts have produced 
similarly wide-ranging results. As for the pericope as a whole, some have favored “the 
early, pre-monarchic dating of at least the personality and oracles of Balaam,”3 while 
others have taken “the early post-exilic period as the time of redaction,”4 and still 
others have offered a range of more moderate views, such as Levine’s hypothesis that 
it dates to “the first half of the ninth century B.C.E.”5 Others have isolated specific 
elements in the pericope that they believed to be instructive in this regard, such as 
Balaam’s final prophetic utterance (Num 24:23–24), which J. C. de Moor took as a 
reference to the Sea Peoples’ activity at the end of the Bronze Age (around 1200 
BCE),6 but which Hedwige Rouillard viewed as a reference to Alexander, deriving 
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from the Seleucid era of the late 4th and 3rd centuries BCE.7 This indicates, moreover, 
that the preference for one dating scheme over another often has been intertwined with 
matters of interpretation. 
Approaches Taken in This Study 
This clear lack of consensus stands as an open invitation for the infusion of 
new data and perspectives into the consideration of such issues. This dissertation takes 
up this challenge and provide a fresh approach to these matters with specific regard to 
Sefer Bilvam. More to the point, however, I would stress that in the past several 
decades, the overwhelming concern of secondary discourse with questions of this type 
has detracted from the equally valid exploration of the mechanics of biblical literature, 
and of this piece of biblical literature in particular. For this reason, I embark here on a 
two-pronged approach to this pericope that focuses on how the text operates as a 
vehicle for the transmission of meaning, examining both the literary tools employed to 
this end and the ideas communicated through their use. 
Linguistic (Dialect) 
In Chapters 2 and 3, I examine a large number of Aramaic-like features in both 
the prose and the poetry of Sefer Bilvam. A careful review of the secondary literature 
in the field of Semitic philology provides an opportunity to highlight the distinction 
between features of this type and the related category of “Aramaisms,” within which 
they traditionally have been grouped. Whereas “Aramaisms” are to be understood as 
indicative of the effects of direct Aramaic influence on Biblical Hebrew (hereafter, 
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BH), I show that Aramaic-like features represent the intentional efforts of the biblical 
authors to simulate dialects other than Standard Biblical Hebrew (hereafter, SBH) in 
order to produce certain literary effects. Of the range of possible effects achieved in 
this fashion, the two that are active in Sefer Bilvam are known as “style-switching,” 
that is, the use of dialectal features to reflect the foreignness of a particular character 
(in this case, Balaam), and “setting-switching,” that is, the use of such features to 
indicate the foreign setting of a particular narrative. The bulk of Chapter 3 focuses on 
the isolation of these features, a process that requires careful linguistic analysis, and 
proceeds to make a series of observations about their collective effect in the pericope. 
In particular, I highlight the evidence indicating that these features are both intentional 
and literarily motivated. 
Literary 
Upon completing my analysis of the literary devices of style-switching and 
setting-switching, I turn in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 to the operation in Sefer Bilvam of a 
number of rather better-known literary elements. I begin by situating the literary study 
of the Bible within the larger context of biblical studies generally, emphasizing the 
nature of this approach as a complement to, rather than a replacement of, established 
methods and perspectives. Then in Chapter 5, I thoroughly examine the operation of 
six different literary devices within the prose and poetry of this pericope (sound echo, 
keywords, naming, gapping, repetition, and structure), incorporating the theoretical 
background for each device into my discussion at the appropriate junctures. Of 
particular note in this chapter is the manner in which many of these devices clearly 
operate across the entire pericope, with some instances even crossing the boundary 
between prose and poetry. This evidence speaks strongly in favor of perceiving the 
entire text as a unit, rather than pulling apart the various strands of its perceived 
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precursors or generic components, since the latter practice would disintegrate the very 
literary devices that hold the pericope together. Finally, in Chapter 6 I explore the 
large-scale themes and tropes evident in Sefer Bilvam, which at times rely for their 
deployment directly on the smaller-scale devices discussed in Chapter 5. Here I also 
detail the ways in which certain aspects of the pericope interact significantly with 
other parts of the biblical corpus, and examine what these relationships contribute to 
our understanding of the text. 
Assumptions Underlying This Study 
Any significant piece of research, including this one, brings with it a range of 
assumptions that inform its approach and reasoning. To be sure, the simple assumption 
of a common level of basic understanding must remain tacit, since it is neither possible 
nor productive to reinvent the wheel in every new piece of scholarship. However, in 
order to avoid the pitfalls of insufficiently self-reflective research, I take a moment at 
the outset of this study to express an awareness of certain deeper assumptions 
underlying my work, and, where possible, to provide some explanation for my 
allowing them to persist throughout what follows. 
The Unity of Sefer Bilvam 
I have indicated already that my intention here is to treat this pericope as a 
unified whole. While it is true in one sense that a tacit acceptance of this perspective is 
no more justified than the assumption that it is constituted of several disparate parts, 
on the other hand there are certain factors that point toward the legitimacy of such a 
view as a working principle in research. First, despite diverse scholarly attempts to 
extract the various textual precursors of which the present version of the pericope 
purportedly is a redaction, this version comes to us not as an explicitly demarcated 
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series of associated documents, but rather as a single continuous work. To dispense 
entirely with this continuity in our examination of the material would be to disregard a 
specific datum whose value, at the very least, must be explored before it is set aside. 
Second, for a dozen decades the core traditions in biblical scholarship have 
been informed by a preference for atomism that, although responsible for innumerable 
contributions to our understanding of the biblical corpus and its development, 
nevertheless warrants by its very persistence the application of alternatives to this 
perspective in the study of the same material. Indeed, it is this infusion of new modes 
of thinking that provides the basis for meaningful critique and development of past 
approaches, which otherwise run the risk of becoming entrenched. Thus, the merit of 
the holistic perspective adopted in the present study lies partly in the counterpoint it 
provides to genetic approaches such as source criticism, whose fundamental principles 
undergird the bulk of past scholarly discourse on the Bible generally. 
Additionally, although the insights revealed by this perspective cannot be 
offered as evidence of its legitimacy, it is worthwhile again to note that my 
observations on the literary character of Sefer Bilvam reveal numerous large-scale 
devices that operate across the entire pericope, usually in clear opposition to the 
traditionally proposed source-critical or other divisions in the text. This speaks to the 
unique fruitfulness of the holistic approach as a means of accessing certain qualities of 
the material that do not readily present themselves by way of other modes of 
examination. 
The Historicity of Sefer Bilvam 
This dissertation does not address directly the matter of historicity in this 
pericope. However, at times the language used herein to refer to “the Aramean prophet 
Balaam” and the like may leave unclear how, or indeed whether, I view such people 
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and/or things as historical entities. Thus, before moving on to the specific topics with 
which I am concerned in this study, a few words are in order regarding the perspective 
taken here on the historicity of the text. Jo Ann Hackett’s comments go to the heart of 
this matter, since she based her observations on the only extrabiblical evidence 
associated with the prophet Balaam, namely, the plaster inscriptions discovered at Deir 
vAllā. Although the relationship between this epigraphic material and the biblical 
Balaam traditions is limited to the bare mention of the figure himself, and thus does 
not offer an especially specific window onto whatever factual kernels may underlie the 
biblical narrative, Hackett nevertheless observed the following: 
This new inscription serves to authenticate the Balaam traditions in the 
Hebrew Bible to the extent that the bare facts of his existence are the 
same in each case. Balaam is included in the text with virtually no 
introduction. This fact implies that his name was well known to the 
people to whom the inscription was addressed, so we may infer that his 
was a tradition of long standing.8 
General though it is, this statement encapsulates the best available link between Sefer 
Bilvam and our knowledge of historical fact. This link is of extremely limited 
substance, to be sure; but this does not suggest that the biblical Balaam material 
warrants unilateral dismissal as pure invention, any more than the presence of these 
limited historical data requires us to view everything else in the pericope as similarly 
factual. 
Rather, the perspective taken here is akin to that articulated by Robert Alter 
and Meir Sternberg, among others, in their approaches to the Bible as a body of 
literature. Sternberg carefully addressed the terms “history” and “fiction,” 
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emphasizing the ambiguity in modern parlance between these two concepts because of 
the blurred boundary “between the represented object and the discourse that represents 
it. On the one hand, each term indicates a different object of representation, ‘history’ 
denoting what really happened and ‘fiction’ the sphere of the imagined or invented. … 
On the other hand, each term may point to a different mode of representation or 
writing—‘history’ to re-creative and fiction to creative discourse.”9 This ambiguity, he 
argued, tends to produce the common fallacious perception “whereby history-writing 
is wedded to and fiction-writing opposed to factual truth.”10 According to Sternberg, 
such a view obscures the fact that the distinction between historical and fictional 
writing lies not in their relationship to fact, but in the operative principles observed in 
the course of writing: “Both historiography and fiction are genres of writing, not 
bundles of fact or nonfact in verbal shape. In either case, then, it all boils down to the 
rules of the writing game, namely the premises, conventions, and undertakings that 
attach to the discourse as an affair between writer and audience.”11 
Herein rests the appropriate avenue of approach for both historical texts that 
hypothesize or even invent material to fill narrative gaps, and fictional texts that are 
rooted in historical fact. 
If the title to history writing hinged on the correspondence to the 
truth—the historicity of the things written about—then a historical text 
would automatically forfeit or change its status on the discovery that it 
contained errors or imbalances or guesses and fabrications passed off as 
verities. … Nor does fiction-writing turn on the fictionality of its 
object. Does the St. Petersburg location of a Dostoevsky novel or the 
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reference of War and Peace to historical personages consign them to a 
genre different from that of a work wholly born of fantasy?12 
Thus, we need not approach biblical narrative with an all-or-nothing sensibility 
regarding its historicity. The biblical text, and Sefer Bilvam specifically, clearly exhibit 
innumerable points of intersection with the historical world. The ethnic and linguistic 
identities, the geographical locations, and (as we now know from the Deir vAllā 
materials) at least one of the characters that have parts in this pericope may be 
considered “real” from a historical point of view. But this does not mean that the 
entire pericope as a whole must be deemed “historical” on the basis of these elements 
alone. By the same token, speaking of a given biblical text as “fiction” in no way 
undermines whatever historical underpinnings it may possess, nor does it imply 
frivolity or lack of depth in the composition. 
As Alter put it, “[t]here is…a whole spectrum of relations to history in the 
sundry biblical narratives…but none of these involves the sense of being bound to 
documentable facts that characterizes history in its modern acceptation.”13 He adopted 
the term “historicized prose fiction” for biblical narrative generally,14 and called upon 
the extensive cycle of stories about David as a demonstrative example: 
This narrative, though it may have certain folkloric embellishments…, 
is based on firm historical fact, as modern research has tended to 
confirm…. Nevertheless, these stories are not, strictly speaking, 
historiography, but rather the imaginative reenactment of history by a 
gifted writer who organized his materials along certain thematic biases 
and according to his own remarkable intuition of the psychology of the 
characters. He feels entirely free, one should remember, to invent 
interior monologue for his characters; to ascribe feeling, intention, or 
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motive to them when he chooses; to supply verbatim dialogue...for 
occasions when no one but the actors themselves could have had 
knowledge of exactly what was said.15 
Needless to say, these qualities describe biblical narrative generally, not just that 
associated with David. Thus, notwithstanding several points of contact with historical 
fact, on the whole Sefer Bilvam similarly exhibits the inventive aspects that both 
Sternberg and Alter associated with fiction-writing. The Bible, moreover, is by no 
means unique in this regard: 
Beowulf is a work of heroic history, i.e. a poem in which facts and 
chronology are subservient to the poet’s interest in heroic deeds and 
their value in representing the ethics of an heroic civilization. A poet 
writing in this mode does not disregard absolute historical fact, history, 
that is, as we know it. He rather sees it as less important than other 
considerations…. His account will sometimes mesh reasonably well 
with history…. But more often, his work will be a freely-woven 
structure in which the characters and actions of the past will be part of 
an ethically satisfying narrative.16 
As Robert T. Farrell’s observation with respect to Beowulf demonstrates, other ancient 
corpora attest a similar interaction between historical fact and literary artistry—in 
particular, ideologically or “ethically” motivated artistry—in which the latter 
functions, quite simply, as the vehicle by which the former is conveyed. 
As such, the literary perspective adopted throughout this dissertation neither 
attributes nor denies historical veracity to the content of the pericope. Rather, it aims 
to engage the text on its own terms, by which I mean two things: first, that the events 
described in this pericope are true within the world of the narrative itself; and second, 
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that this narrative world’s internal mechanics and operations mirror precisely those of 
the “real” world. In this way I am able to proceed with my examination in a manner 
that upholds the integrity of the world it describes, without becoming embroiled in the 
question of its “truth.” This is not to say that this study has nothing to contribute with 
respect to the matter of this pericope’s relationship with history: on the contrary, my 
efforts yield a number of such observations. But my primary goal is to understand the 
story as it is told: what precisely that story is, and what tools are utilized to achieve its 
communication. 
Transitional Remarks 
Having called attention to these matters as key elements governing my 
perspective in what follows, we arrive in a moment at the core material of this study, 
in which I address linguistic and literary aspects of Sefer Bilvam. Large-scale literary 
examination of the pericope are reserved for the later chapters. Meanwhile, the first 
major topic to occupy our attention is the intentional employment of Aramaic-like 
features in the pericope, beginning in the next chapter with a review of prior 
scholarship that provides the groundwork for the requisite linguistic analysis of the 
textual evidence. 
First, however, I address two minor points of interest. The attentive reader will 
have observed already my use of the term Sefer Bilvam, literally “the book of 
Balaam,” to refer to the pericope with which I am concerned. The conception of this 
pericope as an independent literary unit derives from at least as early as Rabbinic 
times, as evident in B. Baba Batra 14b: םעלב תשרפו ורפס בתכ השמ…  “Moses wrote his 
(own) book [i.e., the Torah], and the portion of Balaam….” The precise phrase Sefer 
Bilvam is of similar antiquity, and has been used routinely in both premodern and 
modern times to refer to this pericope. The traditional delimitation of the text (Num 
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22:2–24:25) is affirmed by the Leningrad Codex (L), which demarcates the passage 
with a setuma before Num 22:2 and a petuh 9a after the last verse of Numbers 24.17 
Obviously, we lack the explicit testimony of the Aleppo Codex (A),18 but like 
manuscripts reflect the same paragraphing as L.19 My employment of the phrase Sefer 
Bilvam thus accords with longstanding views on both the literary independence and 
the precise identity of the text in question.20 
Additionally, although this three-chapter span may exceed the quantity of 
material typically associated with the word “pericope,” from a technical standpoint my 
employment of this term for Sefer Bilvam is correct, as demonstrated by the definition 
provided in the Concordia Cyclopedia: “A word taken from the Greek, meaning a 
section, and applied to the fixed portions of the Scripture read as lessons on the 
Sundays and festivals of the church-year. Such a division of the Scripture-text was in 
use even in the ancient synagog, the Law and the Prophets being divided into 54 such 
lessons each.”21 The usage employed herein is upheld by this definition’s emphasis on 
the division of the text for the purpose of reading, specifically by means of its 
reference to the parashiyot and haft [arot of the synagogue tradition: as it turns out, 
Parashat Balaq consists of Sefer Bilvam in its entirety, plus the first nine verses of the 
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following chapter (Numbers 25). Thus, the term “pericope” is entirely appropriate for 
a text of Sefer Bilvam’s length, and serves as a convenient appellative in the study 
undertaken here. 
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CHAPTER 2 
DIALECTAL FEATURES IN THE LANGUAGE OF SEFER BILvAM:  
BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 
Introductory Remarks: Style-switching and Setting-switching 
The next two chapters focus on the isolation and examination of specific 
philological peculiarities in Sefer Bilvam that can be set apart from the surrounding 
SBH (= Judahite Hebrew, hereafter JH)1 material. Most of these peculiarities occur in 
the poetic oracles of the prophet Balaam, and are noteworthy due to their Aramaic-like 
quality. These features are to be interpreted as reflective of a literary device termed 
“style-switching,”2 whereby the direct speech of a foreign character is flavored with 
elements that call to mind the native speech of the character’s homeland. The 
remaining non-SBH features in the pericope, including those sprinkled throughout the 
prose surrounding Balaam’s oracles, represent a closely related but slightly different 
device whereby such features are employed to emphasize the foreign setting of a given 
text. Prior discourse has not yielded a convenient appellation for this second device, so 
I adopt here the term “setting-switching,” on analogy with “style-switching.”3 The 
distinction between the two devices lies in the fact that setting-switching can occur in 
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the narrative voice or in that of any of the characters (whether or not they are 
foreigners), whereas style-switching is limited to the direct speech of foreigners. 
Herein, I present a thorough discussion of each piece of linguistic evidence 
supporting the hypothesis that dialect has been utilized intentionally in the 
composition of this pericope to achieve these two similar but distinct literary ends: 
first, to color or render distinctive the speech of the foreign prophet himself, who is an 
Aramean; and second, to tinge the narrative, which is set outside of 'Eres 9 Yisra'el 
proper, with a foreign flavor. That said, it is important briefly to address the term 
“dialect” and to specify the fashions in which I use it in this study. 
Northwest Semitic Dialects: The General Picture 
The finer points of the notoriously problematic debate concerning how we 
delineate dialects as opposed to languages need not concern us here.4 For our 
purposes it suffices to observe the traditional model conventionally used in 
scholarship, whereby the Canaanite and Aramaic families represent two different 
languages or language spheres, each possessing a range of dialects, and each 
exhibiting signs of interpenetration, at various times and for various reasons. The 
Canaanite dialects in particular have received ample classificatory attention, notably 
from H. L. Ginsberg, who posited a split within this group between the coastal 
“Phoenic” dialects and the “Hebraic” dialects of the hinterland;5 and from Gary A. 
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Rendsburg, who body of work has highlighted numerous isoglosses connecting 
Israelian6 and Mishnaic Hebrew (hereafter, IH and MH, respectively) with languages 
such as Ugaritic and Phoenician, and separating them from JH.7 W. Randall Garr’s 
important exploration of the complexities of this matter led him to the important 
notion of a dialect continuum in the Northwest Semitic family, with Aramaic at one 
end of the spectrum and Canaanite at the other.8 The various dialects fall across this 
spectrum, with the dialect of Deir vAllā, for example, falling somewhere in the middle. 
However, the idea that all members of the Northwest Semitic language family 
occupy a single continuous spectrum does not imply that Hebrew and Aramaic are 
dialects of the same language, nor that one is a dialect of the other. Likewise, 
recognition of the similar shift of IH away from JH and toward Aramaic does not 
imply that this dialect is to be isolated from the Hebrew sphere,9 as Rendsburg noted 
in his article on the morphological evidence for IH: 
This article has utilized Aramaic and Phoenician parallels to a great 
extent. Does this mean that Israelian Hebrew more closely resembled 
these two varieties of Northwest Semitic speech than it did Hebrew? … 
[On the contrary,] Israelian Hebrew shared many isoglosses with 
Phoenician and Aramaic. Nevertheless…it is clear that the language of 
the northern tribes is still Hebrew.10 
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As such, since this study is rooted specifically in the language of the Bible,11 I employ 
the term “dialect” to refer broadly to all linguistic features that deviate from SBH/JH, 
whether these divergences manifest connections with other Canaanite tongues or 
depart from that sphere entirely and are associated instead primarily with Aramaic. 
That is to say, herein the term stands universally for all shifts away from SBH on the 
Northwest Semitic spectrum, irrespective of the distance, direction, or character of 
those shifts.12 
Aramaic-like Features in Sefer Bilvam as Intentional Literary Elements, Not 
Incidental Dialectal Vestiges 
To go a step further, with specific regard to the style-switching aspects of 
Balaam’s poetic oracles, the presence of these Aramaic-like features is not to be 
understood as an indication that the character is speaking some kind of amalgam 
between Hebrew and Aramaic. Rather, the situation is akin to what Rendsburg 
described in reference to the use of dialect in the book of Job: “…[L]inguistic markers 
which identify the characters as Transjordanian were utilized to convey to the reader 
the foreignness of Job and his interlocutors. But they are not so prevalent as to ‘get in 
the way’ of the reader’s comprehension.”13 To draw on a particularly illustrative 
modern analogy often used by Rendsburg in a classroom setting, the situation here 
may be compared to a WWII film in which all of the German soldiers speak English—
but with a German accent, even employing at terms German expressions such as 
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“Achtung,” “Mach schnell,” and so on.14 Far from suggesting that these characters 
actually speak thickly accented English, the intent rather is to help identify these 
characters specifically as Germans, while retaining intelligibility for the viewer. 
In the same way, the Aramaic-like features in Balaam’s speech call attention to 
his Aramean origin, without compromising the uptake of the Hebrew-speaking 
audience. Similarly with regard to the handful of philological features adduced here 
that occur in the prose of the pericope, all exhibit some deviation from SBH; however, 
they are to be understood not as evidence of the narrative’s having been composed in a 
distinct dialect, but rather as “seasonings” that evoke the non-Judahite settings in 
which the various parts of the story take place. 
To be sure, it is important to emphasize the distinction between the usages of 
non-SBH features under scrutiny here, namely style-switching and setting-switching, 
and the incidental occurrence of dialectal qualities in texts originating outside of 
Judah. While instances of the latter occurrence are the unintentional result of a given 
text’s non-SBH provenance, by definition style-switching and setting-switching are 
intentional, literarily-motivated deviations from SBH. However, as we shall see, this is 
an interpretive distinction, not a linguistic one. The identification of both intentional 
and incidental qualities of biblical language requires an application of precisely the 
same principles of linguistic inquiry: methodologically speaking, these two types of 
non-SBH features are isolated in identical fashion. 
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Review of the Modern Study of Aramaic-like Features in the Bible, and Its 
Intersection with the Field of Semitic Philology in General 
In order to establish the fundamental background of this study, we now must 
trace the development of this type of inquiry in modern biblical scholarship. To this 
end, I present the following review of scholarly discourse relating to dialect study in 
the Hebrew Bible, and of earlier perspectives that have contributed to the development 
of this avenue of research.15 As intimated above, at its core, dialect study in the 
Hebrew Bible has arisen as a response to the challenges posed by certain complexities 
and peculiarities in the language of the Bible for which other explanations, when they 
exist, have proven less than satisfactory. A retrospective look at prior scholarship 
reveals two avenues of approach that historically have been marshaled to address these 
challenges: textual criticism and comparative Semitic philology. To be sure, the 
modern study of dialect in the Bible builds on the work of past scholars who were 
engaged in these fields, and as such it is worthwhile to review their trends and 
vicissitudes, along with the advantages and shortcomings of such approaches. 
According to Emil Kautzsch, textual criticism of the Bible in the modern era 
commenced in earnest toward the end of the 19th century.16 Of particular note are 
Julius Wellhausen’s Der Text der Bücher Samuelis (1871),17 S. R. Driver’s Notes on 
the Hebrew Text of the Books of Samuel (1890),18 Textus hebraici emandaciones 
(1900) edited by H. Oort,19 C. F. Burney’s Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of 
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Kings (1903),20 and aspects of the general approach taken in the International Critical 
Commentary series as a whole.21 The sixteen-volume Sacred Books of the Old 
Testament (1893–1904), edited by Paul Haupt,22 presents the Hebrew Bible “with full 
textual notes, and indicating the different documents by colours,”23 and warrants 
special mention as a multivolume effort in which the Documentary Hypothesis and the 
text-critical approach appeared in tandem. Kautzsch described the impetus for this 
type of study as follows: 
The chief requirements for one who is treating the grammar of 
an ancient language are—(1) that he should observe as fully and 
accurately as possible the existing linguistic phenomena and describe 
them, after showing their organic connexion (the empirical and 
historico-critical element); (2) that he should try to explain these facts, 
partly by comparing them with one another and by the analogy of the 
sister languages, partly from the general laws of philology (the logical 
element). 
Such observation has more and more led to the belief that the 
original text of the O.T. has suffered to a much greater extent than 
former scholars were inclined to admit…. 
Advance in grammar is therefore closely dependent on progress 
in textual criticism.24 
Certainly, Kautzsch’s description of the tasks of the grammarian is apt, and 
may be applied to the student of any language. Moreover, when dealing with ancient 
languages whose extant sources are in written form only, it is beyond dispute that such 
philological inquiry can proceed only subsequent to a careful critical analysis of the 
                                                 
 
20
 Burney 1903. 
21
 These references and others are presented in GKC p. 22 § 3g. 
22
 Haupt 1893–1904. Friedman’s 2003 volume The Bible with Sources Revealed offers a recent parallel 
to the presentation in Haupt’s work. 
23
 GKC p. 22 § 3g. 
24
 GKC pp. 21–22 §§ 3f–g (emphases in original). 
 21 
text under scrutiny. In this way one is able to assess accurately any potential 
breakdowns in the textual record, and thus avoid being misled in one’s philological 
assessment by a poorly preserved or transmitted text.25 
The difficulty arises, however, in the sequence of scholarly progress implied 
by Kautzsch’s statements. By his reckoning, it is the activity of the grammarian, who 
produces descriptions and explanations of BH by means of empirical, historico-
critical, and logical approaches, that reveals the degradation of the biblical text. Only 
subsequently is the text critic called upon to establish a prior, and thus superior, 
version of the text, one in which the problems encountered by the grammarian are 
absent. To put it another way: any problems that the grammarian’s efforts cannot 
eliminate are to be viewed as corruptions, and the job of the text critic is to find a way 
to make the text fit the system and rules established by the grammarian. This 
problematic perspective appears to suggest that the “original” version of a given text 
will be ideal, perfect in form, transparent in meaning, and devoid of inexplicable 
linguistic difficulties. This is an extreme scenario, to be sure; but even in its more 
tempered forms, the fundamental notion has led at times to a preoccupation with 
Urtext, to the extent that some scholars have devoted disproportionate effort and 
privilege to the reconstruction of such “precursors.” 
A demonstrative and somewhat more recently articulated example occurs in 
one scholar’s treatment of a specific phrase in Sefer Bilvam, namely, the second colon 
of Num 23:10, which reads: 
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 ִ֤מ֙הָנָמ יַ֣פֲע ֹ֔קֲעַי רב  Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
 ָ֖פְּסִמוֹּ֣ר־תֶא רֵ֑אָרְשִׂי עַבל  ûmispār the dust-cloud of Israel? 
 ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die an upright death, 
 ִ֥הְתוִּ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the  
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel). 
In 1944, W. F. Albright attempted, somewhat audaciously perhaps (even given the 
scholarly Zeitgeist), in an article titled “The Oracles of Balaam,” to produce the 
“original” textual versions of the prophet’s poetic utterances on the basis of historical 
grammar and cultural context.26 He attributed to “practically all commentators”27 the 
correction of רָפְּסִמוּ in 23:10b to וִּמָס יַפר  “and who can number,” on the basis of the 
Samaritan Pentateuch and the LXX, in parallel with הָנָמ יִמ “who can count” in the 
preceding colon. Angelo Tosato’s restatement of the same opinion in 1979, with 
additional emphasis on the parallelism, attests to its longevity.28 However, Rendsburg 
saw the word רָפְּסִמוּ as a form exhibiting an enclitic mêm, here used in combination 
with the conjunction, thus *וַּמ- , on the basis of comparison with Eblaite ù-ma.29 The 
implication is that because enclitic mêm, attested in a number of places in the biblical 
corpus,30 already was obscured or lost in Hebrew by the time of the versions, when 
confronted with this challenging form as it occurs in the present verse these later 
textual traditions attempted to explain it by incorrectly parsing the enclitic as an 
interrogative ִמי . Similarly, although the Masoretes preserved the correct consonantal 
text, here as elsewhere they mistakenly pointed the word in a manner that obscures the 
enclitic; thus *ַֽמוּרַפָס  “indeed, number” was vocalized רָפְּסִמוּ. To be sure, Albright was 
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not privy to the Eblaite evidence, which was not discovered—to say nothing of its 
being understood—until nearly three decades later. Nevertheless, the comparative 
approach speaks strongly against Albright’s view, maintained later by Tosato and 
others, that this text-critical solution provides access to a “pristine” reading unsullied 
by later degradations of the text. 
In the present context it is particularly worthwhile also to note Albright’s 
comments regarding the phrase עַֹבר־תֶא in the same colon of Balaam’s oracle. He 
stated: “Most commentators emend MT, עבר־תא, to תבבר־תא, but since [Friedrich] 
Delitzsch compared Akkadian turbu'u (correctly turbu'tu), ‘dust,’ which is obviously 
related to עבר, there has been increasing respect for the Hebrew text.”31 This, while in 
the same breath he already had blithely suggested emending עַֹבר־תֶא to ַעַבְרֻתּת !32 The 
issue at stake here is one of morphology, not etymology; and indeed, as above, recent 
decades have witnessed the persistence of Albright’s view.33 Nevertheless, Chaim 
Cohen’s remark that this is “perhaps the most celebrated case of an emended biblical 
hapax legomenon”34 well captures the gravity of the suggested revision. The phrase 
עַֹבר־תֶא receives specific attention in the discussion of dialectal features undertaken in 
the next chapter. As we shall see, in terms of our understanding of the text the insight 
provided by the approach adopted here essentially overlaps with Albright’s text-
critical solution, but without recourse to emendation. 
By far the most significant foil to Kautzsch’s statement that “the original text 
of the O.T. has suffered to a much greater extent than former scholars were inclined to 
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admit”35 was the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947. This corpus, which 
includes manuscripts of every biblical book except Esther, and certain books in 
multiple copies, dates approximately to the period between 200 BCE and 70 CE. 
These biblical manuscripts are the oldest witnesses to this material that we possess, 
and predate the next earliest versions by about a millennium. Although the scrolls 
manifest occasional deviations from the biblical material as it was known prior to their 
discovery, most of these evidently represent expansions or developments of the 
material, and thus do not bear on the matter of text criticism. Meanwhile, the 
occasional significant textual variants attested in the scrolls do not diminish the 
general sense that, in broad terms, the extremely close similarity between them and the 
next earliest manuscripts demonstrates clearly that the transmission of the written 
biblical text continued over the thousand-year interval between them with an 
extremely high degree of conservative accuracy. Regarding the great Isaiah Scroll 
discovered in Cave 1 (1Qisaa), for instance, which is by far the largest and most 
complete biblical manuscript in the Qumran corpus, Millar Burrows wrote shortly 
after its discovery that “[h]erein lies its chief importance, supporting the fidelity of the 
Masoretic tradition.”36 To this, Bleddyn J. Roberts added that “[p]ractically all 
commentators have been amazed at the similarity between the text-form of the scroll 
and that of the M.T.; it is the most phenomenal aspect of the whole discovery.”37 To a 
greater or lesser extent, one may extend more or less the same impression to the 
Qumran biblical manuscripts generally. 
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This is not to say that the Scrolls eliminate the need for textual criticism 
altogether; on the contrary, they provide an unprecedented tool, since important 
divergences from the later versions have been of vital importance in both higher and 
lower criticisms of the Bible. Similarly, recent efforts such as Emanuel Tov’s Textual 
Criticism of the Hebrew Bible38 and several studies appearing in Empirical Models for 
Biblical Criticism, edited by Jeffrey H. Tigay,39 provide valuable perspectives on the 
current state and positive contributions of textual criticism in biblical studies 
generally. Such materials, ancient and modern, invite us to engage the biblical text 
with an openness to the linguistic challenges encountered therein, rather than with an 
eye toward means of explaining them away. Thus, with a careful and conservative 
approach to the differentiation of peculiar philological elements from true corruptions, 
textual criticism can inform both our grammatical and our interpretive analyses, 
without being overly informed by them.40  
Another means by which scholarship has addressed troublesome aspects of 
biblical language is that of comparative Semitic philology. In truth, the comparison of 
Hebrew with other Semitic languages, namely Arabic and Aramaic, begins in the 
Middle Ages with Savadia Ga'on (10th century), Abraham ibn Ezra (12th century), 
David Qimh9i (13th century), and others. More recent centuries have witnessed the 
development of this approach into a distinct subfield. From the turn of the 19th 
century, many biblical scholars exhibited a deep interest in the relationship between 
Aramaic and BH, particularly with regard to “Aramaisms.” Early modern efforts in 
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this direction are concisely summarized by Max Wagner, whose presentation amounts 
to an annotated bibliography of the relevant materials from the 19th century.41 
In the mid-1800s, the number of available avenues for approaching the 
relationship between Hebrew and its sister languages experienced unprecedented 
proliferation. By 1857, the decipherment of the Akkadian portion of the trilingual 
Bisitun Inscription by Henry Rawlinson, Edward Hincks, Jules Oppert, and William 
Henry Fox Talbot had been completed.42 The significance of this newly rediscovered 
Semitic language had a resounding effect on the study of the Semitic languages, but in 
addition this achievement can be seen as a key moment ushering in a marked increase 
of Western interest in the ancient history, cultures, and languages of West Asia.43 The 
decipherment of Akkadian provided access to texts whose significance previously had 
been obscure, such as the archive from the reign of Asshurbanipal, discovered at 
Nineveh in 1849 by Austin Henry Layard. In addition, it helped fuel an abundance of 
new excavation projects across the region, which in turn led to further infusions of 
new material into the growing Akkadian corpus, including, for example, the thousands 
of tablets found at Babylon during the Deutsche Orientgesellschaft excavations 
beginning in 1899. 
The unlocking of the Akkadian language also had far-reaching impact in the 
West Semitic realm. The Akkadian tablets from Tell el-Amarna, Egypt, some of which 
were discovered by locals in 1887 and the rest as a part of the 1891 excavations under 
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the direction of Flinders Petrie, have proved to be an invaluable source of both 
historical and linguistic information on the peoples of the eastern Mediterranean in the 
Late Bronze Age. This archive is comprised primarily of diplomatic and other letters 
written to the Egyptian ruler by his Levantine vassals. The linguistic information they 
contain, and specifically the peculiarities and “Canaanisms” of the Akkadian used by 
Northwest Semites, has occupied the attention of recent scholars such as Anson F. 
Rainey,44 Shlomo Izre’el,45 and Daniel Sivan,46 whose efforts in this direction have 
contributed significantly to the larger picture of the Semitic languages. 
As such, these texts dovetail nicely with the proliferation of textual discoveries 
during this period in the Northwest Semitic domain, within which BH is situated. 
Although the Levant yielded considerably fewer substantial archives on a par with 
those encountered in Mesopotamia, the significance of the epigraphic materials that 
were brought to light should not be underestimated. Of particular note are finds 
contemporary with the Hebrew Bible, that is, from the first millennium BCE. For 
example, in the northern reaches of the Levant, the excavations at Sam'al (modern 
Zincirli) from 1899 to 1902, under the direction of the Deutsche Morgenländische 
Gesellschaft, revealed inscriptions in Phoenician and Sam'alian Aramaic, as well as in 
Luwian and Akkadian. Further south, Phoenician inscriptions such as that on the 
sacorphagus of Tabnit, king of Sidon, discovered in 1887 by Osman Hamdi, served 
collectively as the basis for a growing academic understanding of that language. The 
Gezer Calendar, discovered by R. A. S. Macalister during his excavations from 1902 
to 1907, remains a staple component of the Hebrew branch of Northwest Semitic. And 
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the stele of King Mesha of Moab, discovered by F. A. Klein in 1868, contains explicit 
references to figures familiar from the historical record of the Bible. 
The number of important discoveries in the Levant continued to grow in the 
20th century. Within the bounds of biblical Israel, the ostraca discovered at Lachish by 
James Leslie Starkey in 1935 and 1938, which date to the beginning of the 6th century 
BCE, and those found at Arad by Yohanan Aharoni in 1968, which date to the mid-7th 
century BCE, have provided remarkable insights into the biblical period and the 
people of ancient Israel. But even more significant for the study of BH from both a 
cultural and a linguistic perspective, despite deriving from outside the biblical world 
both geographically and temporally, are the two large cuneiform archives at Ugarit 
(modern Tell Ras Shamra) and Ebla (modern Tell Mardikh). The former, which dates 
to the Late Bronze Age and whose first pieces were discovered during excavations led 
by Claude Schaeffer beginning in 1929, includes not only Sumerian, Hurrian, and 
Akkadian material, but also the Northwest Semitic Ugaritic language written using a 
cuneiform alphabet. This generically diverse archive from an important international 
trading center has provided revolutionary contributions to our understanding not only 
of the Northwest Semitic languages, but also of the cultures present in the region at the 
time, and these contributions have had tremendous impact on biblical studies. 
The second archive, discovered at Ebla in the 1970s by Paolo Matthiae and his 
team, is even older, dating to the third millennium BCE and attesting the Sumerian 
and Eblaite languages. The latter, which exhibits traits of both the East and the West 
Semitic branches of the language family, has been a particularly informative East–
 29 
West link in comparative Semitic philology, and despite its temporal remove from the 
Bible it also has had specific ramifications in biblical studies.47 
In addition, although it is not a substantial archive like the finds at Ugarit and 
Ebla, no study on the biblical Balaam narrative can afford to overlook the 
tremendously important discovery by H. J. Franken in 1967 of the ink-on-plaster 
inscriptions at Deir vAllā in Jordan. These inscriptions record additional traditions 
about a seer evidently named Balaam son of Bevor. They represent an immensely 
valuable extrabiblical counterpart to Sefer Bilvam, and since the discovery of these 
texts, several studies have appeared offering detailed explorations of both the 
inscriptions generally and specific aspects of the linguistic and stylistic relationships 
between these texts and the biblical material.48 The character and content of the 
inscriptions from a literary standpoint come into play in more significant fashion in the 
next chapter. Meanwhile, even more than their relationship to the biblical pericope 
under scrutiny, their relevance to the present study lies in their contribution to the 
overall picture of the Northwest Semitic language family as a whole. The language of 
the inscriptions was identified in the editio princeps as Aramaic,49 a determination that 
elicited strong and vocal dissent from Joseph Naveh50 and Jonas C. Greenfield.51 In 
response there developed the alternative view that the inscriptions reflect a 
Transjordanian dialect like Moabite or Ammonite, but exhibiting certain features more 
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closely akin to Aramaic.52 Although Stephen A. Kaufman came down more on the 
Aramaic than the Canaanite side with respect to the dialect of the Deir vAllā material, 
he was able as a result of the surrounding scholarly discussion to single out the 
discovery of these texts as a watershed moment in Northwest Semitic studies.53 
Below, we shall examine his perspective, and the significance he attributed to this 
material, in considerable detail and in a slightly different context. 
Meanwhile, again, the relevance of these discoveries to the present discussion 
lies in the doors they opened for increased understanding of the biblical corpus, with 
regard to both content and language, as our understanding of the Bible’s place within 
its cultural, historical, and linguistic contexts continued to deepen. As the scholarly 
world absorbed this range of new material for comparison and analysis, the 
philological interests of the 19th-century biblical scholars who studied “Aramaisms” 
converged with those interpreting the results of the new excavations, such that by the 
end of the 19th century the Semitic language family and its internal relationships were 
being mapped in great detail. The new comparative perspectives that had become 
available for penetrating the challenges encountered in the language of the Bible left 
an immediate and ever-deepening mark on biblical scholarship. Certainly by the time 
Kautzsch penned the remarks cited above, the perspective gained by applying the 
principles of comparative Semitic philology to the study of the Bible was well 
recognized. He himself was convinced that part of the Hebrew grammarian’s task was 
“that he should try to explain these facts [i.e., phenomena attested in the Hebrew 
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language]…by the analogy of the sister languages….”54 Similarly, Burney observed 
that some texts could “only be elucidated by recourse to the evidence supplied by the 
cognate languages.”55 Note, for instance, his reliance on Akkadian and Arabic 
parallels as means of arriving at the correct interpretations of the expression  ַֹערְפִבּ
תוֹעָרְפּ (Judg 5:2), which he read as “when long locks of hair were worn loose” on the 
basis of the cognates pirtu “long hair” and ع “sprout.”56 Likewise, he provided 
philological confirmation that the term ֹרםיִנְז  (Judg 5:3), which parallels םיִכָלְמ “kings” 
in the preceding stich, is to be understood as “rulers” on the basis of an Arabic cognate 
bearing the meaning “be weighty, grave, firm in judgment” as well as Akkadian 
urzunu, rus 9s 9unu “mighty, dignified.”57 
Subsequent contributions to the discourse furthered this perspective, and, 
unsurprisingly, became more refined as the available data increased. Perhaps the most 
profound demonstration of this is the abundance of biblical scholarship incorporating 
the Ugaritic materials, of which Albright’s From the Stone Age to Christianity, first 
published in 1940, is but one early and fairly general example.58 There also appeared a 
range of studies focusing more specifically on individual biblical books, such as 
Patton’s 1944 work Canaanite Parallels in the Book of Psalms59 and Albright’s 1955 
study of Proverbs entitled “Some Canaanite-Phoenician Sources of Hebrew 
Wisdom.”60 Similarly, in the 1950s and 1960s, Mitchell Dahood produced multiple 
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explorations of the relationship between Qohelet and the Phoenician language.61 More 
recently, Yitzhak Avishur’s numerous publications dealing with the Northwest 
Semitic context of biblical literature demonstrate the growth of both the available data 
and the field itself, with his 1984 work Stylistic Studies of Word-pairs in Biblical and 
Ancient Semitic Literatures standing as a convenient and frequently consulted 
handbook for the use of word-pairs in the region in antiquity.62 As a final example I 
cite the publications of Moshe Held, whose comparative approach emphasizes the 
importance of lexical rather than etymological relationships, and thus stresses the 
necessity of a truly intimate familiarity with the entire breadth of the Semitic language 
family. In 1989, Cohen meticulously articulated his teacher’s method and 
contributions to the field in his article “The ‘Held Method’ for Comparative Semitic 
Philology.”63 
The past several decades have witnessed the publication of several important 
reference works, including John C. L. Gibson’s three-volume Textbook of Syrian 
Semitic Inscriptions,64 Shmuel Ah9ituv’s monograph on Northwest Semitic 
inscriptions, now available in three editions (two Hebrew and one English),65 John 
Andrew Dearman’s volume on the language and history of Moab,66 Garr’s Dialect 
Geography of Syria-Palestine 1000–586 B.C.E.,67 Kent P. Jackson’s The Ammonite 
Language of the Iron Age,68 and Charles R. Krahmalkov’s recent Phoenician-Punic 
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Grammar and Phoenician-Punic Dictionary.69 With specific regard to Aramaic, we 
may highlight Michael Sokoloff’s dictionaries of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic70 and 
Jewish Babylonian Aramaic,71 Takamitsu Muraoka and Bezalel Porten’s grammar of 
Egyptian Aramaic,72 and Stephen Fassberg’s volume on the Targumim of the Cairo 
Geniza.73 J. Hoftijzer and K. Jongeling’s Dictionary of the Northwest Semitic 
Inscriptions provides details from both Aramaic and Canaanite branches of the 
Northwest Semitic family.74 The overlap between biblical and linguistic fields is 
perhaps most apparent in James Barr’s thorough 1968 treatment entitled Comparative 
Philology and the Text of the Old Testament.75 Additionally, although somewhat 
outside the linguistic sphere proper, the three-volume Context of Scripture, edited by 
William W. Hallo,76 which replaces the significant but now outdated Ancient Near 
Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament edited by James B. Pritchard,77 provides a 
valuable compendium of ancient texts bearing significant parallels to portions of the 
biblical corpus. 
As with textual criticism, however, there have occurred certain 
misinterpretations of the comparative data in biblical scholarship. Already in the 19th 
century, there had arisen a tendency to see “Aramaisms” of all kinds in BH as more or 
less unilateral indicators of late date. Thus, while the penetration of Aramaic elements 
into the language of the post-exilic books as a result of direct influence—that is, of 
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true Aramaisms—legitimately stands as a hallmark of Late Biblical Hebrew 
(hereafter, LBH), a great many Aramaic-like features in earlier texts were themselves 
mislabeled as Aramaisms. By Kautzsch’s day, for example, he was comfortable 
identifying “certain parts of the Pentateuch” (by which he presumably meant the 
Priestly source, inter alia) as diachronically of a piece with manifestly late works such 
as Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Daniel.78 Other texts of Israelian origin or 
otherwise exhibiting nonstandard dialect received the same treatment, as in the case of 
Jeremiah, whose linguistic peculiarities have received recent attention as evidence of 
Benjaminite dialect,79 but were treated as Aramaisms by the likes of A. W. Knobel and 
Karl Zimmer.80 The consensus, as stated by Kautzsch in 1902, ran as follows: 
“Abgesehen von einigen wenigen Beispielen…ist ein zweifelloser Aramaismus immer 
eine starke Instanz für die Ansetzung des betr. Abschnitts in exilischer oder 
nachexilischer Zeit.”81 
Drawing a Distinction Between “Aramaisms” and Other Aramaic-like Features 
The cracks in this perspective began to be revealed near the end of the 19th 
century. Already in 1881, Driver offered an extensive criticism of C. V. Ryssel’s 
efforts to late-date the Aramaic-like elements evident in E.82 Similarly, in a 1903 
review of Kautzsch’s Die Aramaismen im Alten Testament, from which I have just 
quoted, Nöldeke offered a critique of the view presented there in which he 
demonstrated considerable sensitivity to the complexities of the Aramaic-like data.83 
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Avi Hurvitz nicely summarized Nöldeke’s general statement of the two issues of 
central concern: “1) The very identification of various elements of BH as Aramaisms, 
which had penetrated into Hebrew from outside; and 2) the chronological significance 
that we may attach to such Aramaisms.”84 Indeed, in this way Nöldeke’s response to 
Kautzsch’s previously cited perspective helps to illuminate an earlier remark by 
Kautzsch, which first appeared in 1885 as part of his expansions to Gesenius’s 
grammar: “But all of the peculiarities of these later writers are not Aramaisms. Several 
do not occur in Aramaic and must have belonged at an earlier period to the Hebrew 
vernacular, especially it would seem in northern Palestine. There certain parts of 
Judges, amongst others, may have originated….”85 His observation of this kind of 
nuance, and his subsequent passing mention of the issue of dialect in the Bible, are 
noteworthy, especially given their date of publication. However, his persistence in 
identifying the authors of the biblical texts in question as “these later writers” is a 
striking testament to the tenacity of the standard view to which Nöldeke had reacted, 
according to which the “Aramaisms” in a given text were seen to take priority over 
other types of linguistic data in establishing its date. 
Indeed, in certain circles this view has persisted up to the present day. In two 
recent articles, Rendsburg responded to a number of studies that employed linguistic 
data, and in particular “Aramaisms,” to attribute late dates of composition to certain 
biblical pericopes.86 To review these representative examples briefly, Rendsburg’s 
2002 article provides a counter to Alexander Rofé’s effort to see Genesis 24 as a 
Persian period composition,87 and responds to Marc Brettler’s proposal that 1 Sam 
                                                 
 
84
 Hurvitz 1968: 237. 
85
 GKC p. 17 § 2v. 
86
 Rendsburg 2002b; Rendsburg 2003c. 
87
 Rofé 1976 (Hebrew); Rofé 1981 (Italian); Rofé 1990 (English). 
 36 
2:27–36 exhibits LBH features.88 In 2003, Rendsburg proceeded to address in similar 
fashion the late-dating efforts of Michael Barré (Psalm 116),89 Rofé (1 Kings 21),90 
and Michael Waltisberg (Judges 5—widely accepted as one of the oldest poems in the 
biblical corpus!).91 Rendsburg’s method, which forms a fundamental component of the 
present study, offers a nuanced assessment of the linguistic peculiarities attested in 
these pericopes, whereby they are engaged as synchronic rather than diachronic 
cruces. This approach is described in detail below. Here, I offer the following brief 
example, which represents but one datum in Rendsburg’s larger argument regarding 1 
Kings 21.92 It deals with the word םיִֹרח “nobles, freemen” in 1 Kgs 21:8, 11. As 
Rendsburg acknowledged, the earliest extrabiblical occurrences of the word come 
from the time of the Persian Empire,93 a fact that led Rofé to view it as one of several 
indicators of the text’s authorship in that period.94 But Rendsburg argued that the two 
ideas do not necessarily correlate. 
…[T]here is no reason not to assume the existence of this lexeme in 
Aramaic centuries earlier. This is especially so given the fact that 
newly discovered Old Aramaic inscriptions frequently provide for us 
the attestation of a particular Aramaic word known previously only 
from later sources, whether it be Imperial Aramaic or even Middle 
Aramaic. And if םירוח existed in the Aramaic of, let us say, the ninth 
century BCE, there is no reason not to assume its existence in Hebrew 
guise during the same period in the Israelian dialect.95 
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This type of approach, whereby later (post-exilic or even post-biblical) lexical 
data are utilized to inform Rendsburg’s interpretation of ostensibly earlier texts, 
appears in various contexts across his publications on IH. To be sure, subsequent 
scholars have leveled criticism at such an approach for this very reason, insisting that 
such a method gives short shrift to the significance of the chronological span between 
the text under scrutiny and the linguistic information called upon to explicate it.96 The 
unreliability of lexicon as a basis of comparison was expressed by Garr as follows:  
Whereas phonology, morphology, and syntax are employed in [my] 
dialectal analysis, it is impossible to analyze the lexicon for this 
purpose…[since] the extant [Northwest Semitic] texts do not offer 
sufficient lexical material to make possible an interdialectal analysis. 
Lexical comparison should be based upon a standardized list of core 
vocabulary items…. Yet few of [these] items…appear in the preserved 
texts. … Although a lexical analysis may be used in the future, with the 
discovery of additional texts, it is not feasible at present.97 
In response to “the general tendency of modern Semitic studies to disregard lexical 
evidence in genealogical classification,”98 however, Leonid Kogan argued that the 
careful treatment of this evidence can be as fruitful as that of the more commonly 
employed types such as morphology. In his examination of the historical unity of 
Aramaic, he agreed with Garr regarding the importance of the basic vocabulary,99 but 
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disputed the notion that the available evidence is insufficient for meaningful study in 
this regard. On the contrary, he observed as follows: 
…[T]he importance of lexical features for genealogical subgrouping 
may increase considerably if we are dealing with languages with 
restricted corpora or fully or largely non-vocalized texts. In many such 
cases morphological information relevant for the classification is scarce 
or insufficient whereas at least some essential elements of the basic 
lexicon are most often present in every document of reasonable 
length.100 
Kogan proceeded with a close examination of a range of terms in the basic 
Aramaic vocabulary, exploring the ways in which these terms unite Old Aramaic with 
later dialects of the language. His study focused on lexemes that are not used in any 
other Semitic language as the primary term for the notion in question (“exclusive”), or 
that may appear as the primary term in a few other languages but are by no means 
ubiquitous (“non-exclusive”) and therefore remain “potentially useful for the purposes 
of classification.”101 The conclusions that Kogan drew from this examination are 
remarkable, as his summary indicates: 
In the course of the foregoing analysis, 47 lexical features shared by the 
Old Aramaic inscriptions with later Aramaic dialects and opposing 
them to all (or most, or many) other Semitic languages have been 
detected. This amount of evidence is impressive for a relatively small 
corpus of more or less seriously damaged inscriptions and strongly 
suggests that the specific nature of the Aramaic vocabulary was fully 
developed already by the first centuries of the first millennium BC. 
Moreover, such a thick net of peculiar lexical features is unlikely to 
develop during a relatively short time-span. Rather, it must go back to 
the second millennium where the beginnings of Aramaic as an 
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independent language are to be situated. On the other hand, it is worth 
mentioning that in the great majority of cases (40 out of 47) the 
pertinent lexical features survived in Neo-Aramaic (or, at least, in some 
of its varieties). This is a powerful demonstration of the extreme 
conservatism of the basic vocabulary which faithfully preserves its 
most pertinent traits during three millennia of the turbulent ethnic, 
political, religious—and linguistic!—history of the area.102 
Kogan was careful to include an examination of the various reasons for two languages 
or dialects to utilize related or identical terminology, and devoted special attention to 
this issue103 as well as to the various discontinuities in the Aramaic dialects that were 
revealed in his study.104 In the end, however, these matters do not detract from the 
overarching thrust of his work, which clearly demonstrates the instructive potential of 
lexical evidence, even across considerable chronological distance, as a means of 
addressing the history and development of Aramaic. 
By extension, then, Kogan’s findings likewise validate the employment of such 
evidence by scholars such as Rendsburg in his work on IH, not by proving such efforts 
automatically correct, but rather by indicating that lexical perspectives on IH that 
derive from other chronological periods cannot be thrown out simply on the basis of 
their lexical and/or temporally distant character. Bearing this in mind, it is worthwhile 
to highlight the observation of Kaufman, who pointed out that such evidence is all the 
more salient when it operates in tandem with morphological or other linguistic data: 
It is true that lexical comparisons have generally been avoided in 
language classification work, for experience shows that the lexicon, 
especially…outside the realm of basic vocabulary, is much more 
amenable to change than is the structure of a language. Thus if lexically 
based conclusions contradict the evidence of grammar, the evidence of 
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grammar must prevail. If they complement each other, however, the 
lexical evidence has every right to be adduced as corroborative 
evidence.105 
Thus, returning to Rendsburg’s perspective on the word םיִֹרח in 1 Kings 21, one 
recalls that this lexical datum is one of several points leading him to conclude that the 
issue with this text is not one of late-dating, as Rofé believed, but rather one of 
dialect—though this example constitute but a single piece of his overall argument. 
Rendsburg’s treatment of םיִֹרח, accordingly, stands as a clear demonstration of the 
process by which problems previously understood diachronically are reevaluated as 
synchronic concerns. Moreover, it is striking that the criticisms leveled against his 
work, specifically those directed against his employment of chronologically distant 
lexical data, themselves reassert the decidedly diachronic viewpoint to which 
Rendsburg’s entire perspective responds. 
It is worthwhile to mention here that Rendsburg also pointed out the overlap 
between this tendency toward late-dating on a linguistic basis, albeit a faulty one, and 
the general outlook of the minimalist school. He observed that the minimalist 
perspectives of scholars such as Niels P. Lemche, Thomas L. Thompson, Keith W. 
Whitelam, and others, which have been surveyed recently by William G. Dever,106 
accord well with conclusions such as those reached by Rofé, Brettler, Barré, 
Waltisberg, and so on. However, it is exceedingly rare in minimalist approaches to the 
dating of biblical texts that one encounters an engagement with the linguistic evidence. 
This is hardly surprising, from Rendsburg’s point of view: “The reasons for this are 
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clear: the linguistic evidence…contradicts the effort to shift the date of clearly pre-
exilic compositions to the post-exilic period. Accordingly, those involved in this 
movement simply ignore the evidence.”107 As a demonstrative example of this 
shortcoming in the minimalist approach, Rendsburg noted Athalya Brenner’s attempt 
to date Exodus 15 (!) to the Persian period, in which the presentation of linguistic data 
is weak and cursory at best.108 Nevertheless, the significance of the movement is not to 
be overlooked, as in a broad sense it tacitly offers an ideological haven for 
misinterpretations of linguistic or any other evidence with respect to the issue of date. 
In addition to the kinds of diachronic problems adduced above, there have 
arisen at times synchronic perspectives that appear similarly to miss the mark. The 
most illustrative example is that offered by N. H. Tur-Sinai, who in his 1954 
commentary on Job109 expressed a possible interpretation, ostensibly already present 
in scholarship but whose sources are unspecified, that apparently amounts to style-
switching. He wrote as follows: “…[I]t has been suggested, inter alia, that the author 
deliberately put in the mouth of Job and his friends, natives of Aram and Edom, 
expressions from the language of the East—a view to which I, too, formerly 
adhered.”110 Elsewhere in his commentary, Tur-Sinai proposed his preferred 
alternative view, in accordance with the 700-year-old theory of Abraham ibn Ezra, 
that the extant Hebrew version of Job derives from an Aramaic original, from which 
stem the Aramaic qualities in the language of the Hebrew text.111 Kaufman offered a 
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response from a dialectal perspective in his examination of the style-switching 
phenomenon, which, he indicated, occurs in Job as well as several other biblical texts. 
His study, which is addressed in more detail below, led him to conclude the following: 
All of these passages have in common not only that they are connected 
with Trans-Jordanian characters, but that they represent the speech of 
these characters! In all these Hebrew texts I believe that we have not to 
do with late language or foreign authors, but rather with intentional 
stylistic representations of Trans-Jordanian speech on the part of 
Hebrew authors within Hebrew texts.112 
Thus, in response to interpretations such as that of Tur-Sinai, Kaufman indicated the 
importance of a text’s content in evaluating this kind of linguistic data. In other words, 
this approach perceives a concrete relationship between the literary nature of an entire 
pericope and the philological nature of each individual style-switching feature. By 
Kaufman’s reckoning, in such texts a fundamentally linguistic device evidently is 
employed to achieve a literary end.113 As Tur-Sinai’s perspective demonstrates, failure 
to recognize this relationship can result in misapprehensions of the evidence that are 
no less problematic than those concerned with dating, as identified above. 
Moreover, as with diachronic approaches, some synchronic perspectives want 
for evidence of a linguistic nature. For instance, Ginsberg’s 1982 volume The 
Israelian Heritage of Judaism is an important contribution to the scholarly 
understanding of both the Bible and ancient Israel.114 In this treatment, he examined 
Deuteronomy, Micah 6–7, several Psalms, and Proverbs with an eye toward 
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conceptual and stylistic inner-biblical comparisons with manifestly northern texts such 
as Hosea, ultimately concluding that these texts exhibit northern provenances.115 
Somewhat surprisingly, however, given Ginsberg’s mastery of Hebrew philology, 
only rarely did he consult the linguistic evidence in the course of his argument. 
Subsequently, Rendsburg catalogued such evidence with respect to many of these 
texts,116 but as for Deuteronomy he concluded that the available evidence is 
insufficient to justify the conclusion that the book as a whole is a northern 
composition.117 
From this survey it is clear that, while both text-critical and comparative 
Semitic endeavors in biblical studies have made invaluable contributions to scholarly 
discourse over the last several decades, there are shortcomings and pitfalls involved in 
both approaches. It is precisely these gaps into which an approach from the standpoint 
of dialect has provided meaningful insights and advances. We have noted already the 
statements of Driver and Nöldeke, as well as Kautzsch’s revised perspective on the 
matter. Similarly, Burney’s early-20th-century works occasionally reveal his sensitivity 
to dialectal matters; for example: “Certain peculiarities of diction probably belong to 
the dialect of north Palestine.”118 But if we view this period around the turn of the 
century as a critical point at which some awareness of dialectal issues had begun to 
permeate biblical scholarship, we must also recall that the available data—that is, the 
epigraphic materials in which comparative Semitic philology is rooted—were only 
beginning to accumulate, particularly with regard to the Northwest Semitic realm. 
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Along with the 20th-century growth of the relevant data set came important 
comparative studies, such as the aforementioned works by Albright, Dahood, and 
others. Alongside these works, however, as the picture of the Northwest Semitic 
languages and the place of Hebrew in this family were becoming ever clearer, 
cognizance of dialectal matters began to increase. Already in 1939, Zellig S. Harris’s 
treatment of the development of the Canaanite dialects offered an analysis whose 
penetration and detail are remarkable for its day, though with only general comments 
about differentiations within the Hebrew language itself.119 In 1955, Cyrus Gordon 
made direct reference to the dialect of northern Israel and its impact on the Bible in his 
article “North Israelite Influence on Postexilic Hebrew;”120 and in the same year, the 
third edition of his Ugaritic grammar, entitled Ugaritic Manual, incorporated similar 
observations.121 Likewise, Stanley Gevirtz made reference to a northern–southern 
distinction in Hebrew in his 1963 study of biblical poetry.122 Though very brief and 
limited in scope, Gevirtz’s later article, published in 1986 and entitled “Of Syntax and 
Style in the ‘Late Biblical Hebrew’–‘Old Canaanite’ Connection,”123 would approach 
the matter in a more rigorous fashion. As yet, however, such remarks appeared to have 
been largely intuitive, rather than empirical. 
Hurvitz 
Meanwhile, it was in 1968 that Hurvitz embarked on a careful and systematic 
revision of the comparative approach from a synchronic perspective. While he was not 
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concerned directly with dialect in this study, his synthesis of synchronic observations 
into traditional diachronic perspectives on Aramaic-like features in the Bible enabled 
him to articulate ideas that would become the underpinnings of subsequent biblical 
dialect studies.124 
Acknowledging the legitimacy of the general tendency to view Aramaic 
influence as a defining characteristic of LBH, Hurvitz first argued that the presence of 
Aramaic in itself cannot be called upon to stand as proof of a given text’s late date: 
However, we must take into account a most important and often 
neglected fact, that from a linguistic point of view there is no such 
thing as ‘Aramaic’ of which one can speak generally and without 
further specification. There are various Aramaic dialects, differing from 
one another both in time and place. This…implies that even a heavy 
concentration of Aramaisms [sic] cannot automatically determine a 
biblical book, such as Job, to be late.125 
Needless to say, general cognizance of the abundance of Aramaic dialects in antiquity 
owes a great debt to the proliferation of epigraphic evidence that occurred during the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, and thus the comparative underpinnings of Hurvitz’s 
view are plain to see. He went on to offer Proverbs and Song of Songs as similar 
demonstrations of the same principle; but most salient to the present study is his 
subsequent observation of the potential for a literary thrust behind Aramaic-like 
usages in the Bible: 
By the same token, one cannot automatically ascribe to the later period 
the Aramaisms which are connected with the description of foreign 
nations and foreign peoples. The usage of what seems to be Aramaisms 
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in such a context may well reflect the use of peculiar expressions 
characteristic of a foreign language. That is, in these cases we are not 
dealing with actual loan words, or forms, but rather with unique 
stylistic devices of a particular author or composition.126 
Hurvitz proceeded to draw up a series of guidelines and criteria, paraphrased 
here, by which one may assess the chronological import of possible Aramaisms in a 
given text. First, Hurvitz laid out the following basic assumptions that should underlie 
any such discussion: 
1. Over time, Aramaic penetration into Hebrew increased, until at 
some point it eclipsed Hebrew completely. 
2. At least in LBH materials, it is possible to identify Aramaisms on 
the combined bases of their novelty in Hebrew and their 
“precise…duplicat[ion]” in contemporaneous Aramaic. 
3. Chronological perspectives employing linguistic data should avoid 
relying on textual materials whose date is disputed. 
4. Cyclical reasoning, i.e. “that text y is late since it contains the 
[Aramaic-like feature] x; phenomenon x is a late [i.e., true] 
Aramaism since it is found in the late text y,” must be carefully 
avoided.127 
His next list identified the conditions that must be met when one offers a specific 
Aramaism as evidence of a text’s late date: 
1. Unmistakably early texts must not exhibit the proposed Aramaism. 
2. SBH generally must exhibit distinct vocabulary to express identical 
ideas or objects. 
3. The Aramaism’s prevalence in LBH or post-biblical texts must be 
demonstrated, or some other convincing justification must be 
offered for the assumption of its lateness. 
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4. The text must exhibit not just the Aramaism in question, but a 
concentration of late features including but not limited to other 
Aramaisms.128 
This synthesis, which draws heavily on the work of Nöldeke, Driver, and others, led 
Hurvitz to summarize this approach to “Aramaisms” by isolating the three conditions 
under which the presence of such features can be interpreted as an indicator of a text’s 
lateness: 
1. For each proposed Aramaism, one must establish both a linguistic 
“opposition,” as described above, between this item and the usual 
SBH construction or vocabulary; and this item’s prevalence in LBH 
and/or post-biblical Hebrew. 
2. There must exist a concentration of Aramaisms and/or other late 
elements in the text in question. 
3. There must exist no other plausible circumstances under which the 
text might have taken on an Aramaizing character in an earlier 
period, such as intentional or unintentional dialectal tendency.129 
The conservatism of this approach turns on their heads the prior “blanket 
approaches” to the diachronic significance of “Aramaisms” in the Bible. Far from 
standing as relatively recognizable and straightforward hallmarks of late material in 
the biblical corpus, in the wake of Hurvitz’s article Aramaic-like features now must be 
shown to meet stringent criteria, with failure to do so rendering them inconclusive as 
chronological indicators. Hurvitz continued to develop this seminal approach in 
numerous subsequent publications, most notably two monographs entitled  ןושל ןיב
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ןושלל130 and A Linguistic Study of the Relationship Between the Priestly Source and 
the Book of Ezekiel.131 
Greenfield 
A decade later, Greenfield made two significant contributions to the very kind 
of linguistic analysis Hurvitz had described, in papers entitled “Aramaic and Its 
Dialects”132 and “The Dialects of Early Aramaic.”133 Since the content of these studies 
overlaps, I present here a review of the former only. In this piece, Greenfield discussed 
the history and development of the various forms of the language identifiable in 
antiquity, and although the paper is not expressly biblically focused, some important 
observations nevertheless emerged with regard to parts of the biblical corpus. Having 
identified northern Syria/southern Turkey as the region of origin of Aramaic, 
Greenfield proceeded to subdivide the language’s development chronologically. 
First, he isolated what he termed “Ancient Aramaic” as the form of the 
language that was spoken during the second millennium BCE. Epigraphic evidence is 
extremely limited, but “Aramaic was surely spoken as a distinct language in the 
second millennium, and there is no need to have recourse to a vague and 
undifferentiated ‘Northwest Semitic’ for that period.”134 Second, he addressed the 8th 
and 7th centuries BCE, pointing out that in this period we already can identify two 
distinct dialects, namely, Sam'alian and what he called “standard early Aramaic.”135 In 
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addition to these a third dialect eventually arose in the region of the Upper Euphrates 
(biblical Aram-Naharaim), which long had been under the control of the Assyrians; 
hence he termed this dialect “Mesopotamian Aramaic.”136 This latter dialect spread 
throughout the Neo-Assyrian Empire and into Egypt as the lingua franca of the time, 
but was superseded by an eastern dialect of the language under the Persian Empire.137 
During and after Persian rule, many areas that had been incorporated into the empire 
continued to use Aramaic, and despite the scholarly tendency to use the blanket term 
“Official Aramaic” for the language of this period, Greenfield emphasized that 
dialectal distinctions are detectable.138 
Of particular note is the stratification Greenfield indicated between different 
forms of Aramaic in the Persian and later periods. For example, the Elephantine papyri 
are written in “standard” Official Aramaic, but contain features associated with a 
western strain of the language.139 Similarly, Greenfield called attention to the 
appearance of a literary form of Aramaic, used in texts such as the Proverbs of Ah9iqar, 
that ultimately developed into what he calls “Standard Literary Aramaic.”140 This is of 
particular interest for biblical studies, he pointed out, since, for example, the Aramaic 
portion of Ezra manifests Official Aramaic in the letters and documents incorporated 
into the text, but Standard Literary Aramaic in the surrounding narrative.141 The 
literary stratum, moreover, is represented by Targum Onqelos and Targum Pseudo-
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Yonatan, though as Greenfield pointed out, the literary dialect’s eastern origin does 
not necessarily imply that the Targumim were produced in the East.142 
Greenfield proceeded to discuss the further fragmentation of Aramaic in the 
post-biblical periods, and it is for these periods that most of his specific linguistic 
remarks regarding vocabulary, phonology, syntax, and morphology are directly 
applicable. As such, this part of his discussion departs from the purview of the present 
study. Nevertheless, this paper clearly emphasizes the value and significance of 
appreciating the range of possibilities attested in the various forms of Aramaic in 
antiquity, and thus it drives home Hurvitz’s point that one must be attentive to such 
matters when utilizing Aramaic materials in the context of biblical research. 
Indeed, in 1981 Greenfield turned his attention directly to such matters in his 
article “Aramaic Studies and the Bible.”143 Here he provided a convenient survey of 
then-recent Aramaic discoveries that bear relevance to biblical studies, including 
bibliographic references to comparative efforts employing these discoveries, and 
dovetailed this presentation with his earlier periodization of the development of 
Aramaic. Thus, distinguishing between Early and Official Aramaic discoveries, he 
adduced the following from the former category:144 
 The Sefire Treaties 
 The Zakkur Inscription 
 Legal documents from Assur and Tell Halaf 
 Various other legal and economic texts 
                                                 
 
142
 Greenfield 1978a: 35. On Standard Literary Aramaic, see Greenfield 1974. 
143
 Greenfield 1981. 
144
 Greenfield 1981: 110–115. 
 51 
In addition, he discussed five groups of Official Aramaic texts, the first four of which 
were discovered in Egypt and the last in the Levant:145 
 The Hermopolis letters 
 The Brooklyn Museum papyri 
 The Arsham letters 
 The Saqqara papyri 
 The Wadi Daliya papyri 
The types of comparison presented by Greenfield between these texts and 
various portions of the biblical corpus range in scale from minute to sweeping. For 
example, he singled out specific characteristics of the language, whether “verbs and 
nouns, idioms and expressions,”146 as in the combination דגנ…דקפ  from Sefire III 10, 
which also occurs (as יִגָנ דיִקָפד ) in Jer 20:1; or “[v]arious types of word repetition, 
parallelism and set forms,”147 as in the following parallel couplets: 
 אזב יל לשמתל You shall not rule me in this, 
 הילע יל השרתלו nor have authority over me regarding it. 
(Sefire III 9) 
 ֤לָֹמֲהְמִתּ ךְ֙ךְלֵֹ֔לָע וּני  Will you indeed reign over us, 
 ֥שָׁמ־םִאֹ֖שְׁמִתּ לוָֹ֑בּ לוּנ  or indeed rule us? 
(Gen 37:8bc) 
In addition to these specific connections, he addressed broad relationships in 
style and content, such as the illumination provided in a legal context by the material 
in the Elephantine papyri dealing with issues such as adoption and 
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marriage/divorce.148 For example, an Elephantine document from the British Museum 
Aramaic Papyri yields the statement הוהי ירב “he will be my son” (BMAP 8:5, 8), 
which suggests that the similar, slightly lengthier biblical expression  בָאְל וֹלּ־הֶיְהֶא יִנֲא
ןֵבְל יִלּ־הֶיְהִי אוּהְו “I will be a father to him, and he will be a son to me” (2 Sam 7:14) 
actually represents a legally binding formula deriving from a formal context.149 
Similarly, Hosea’s declaration that ִכּהָּשׁיִא ֹאל יִכֹנָאְו יִתְּשִׁא ֹאל איִה־י  “for she is not my 
wife, and I am not her husband” (Hos 2:2) evidently is the inversion of a standard 
formula akin to that occurring in the Elephantine materials: הלעב הנאו יתתנא יה “She is 
my wife, and I am her husband” (BMAP 7:4).150 
Greenfield continued to apply these types of perspectives in subsequent 
publications. Most germane to the present study, however, are Greenfield’s concluding 
remarks in this article, in which he pointed out several instances of Aramaic usages in 
the Bible that have “enhanced our appreciation of the Aramaic Vorlage behind the 
words put into the mouths of Aramaic speakers or used in conversation with them.”151 
I reproduce two of his examples here: 
ֹ֣ לְוַ֔תְּשַׁטְנ אֵ֥שַּׁנְל יִנַ֖נָבְל קָ֑תֹנְבִלְו יָ֖תַּע יַ֥כְּסִה ה׃וֹֽשֲׂע ָֽתְּל  
And you did not allow me to kiss my sons and daughters! Now, you 
have done foolishly. 
(Gen 31:28) 
In this context, the use of the root טנשׁ , which in BH normally means “leave, abandon, 
forsake,” must be understood as “allow.” Greenfield indicated that this is to be seen as 
a calque on Aramaic בשׁק , which, in addition to “leave, abandon, forsake,” can also 
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mean “allow;” and indeed, Targum Onqelos, Targum Neofiti, and the Peshit @ta render 
טנשׁ  in this verse as בשׁק .152 Thus, by means of a special use of a perfectly legitimate 
Hebrew lexeme, Laban’s speech is given an unmistakable Aramaic flair. Moreover, 
such features are not limited to direct speech in Genesis 31. Verse 23 reads as follows: 
ַ֤קִּיַּו֙ויָחֶא־תֶא ח֔מִּע ֹ֣דְּרִיַּו וָֹ֔רֲחַא ףֶ֖דּ ויַ֣עְבִשׁ ךְֶרִ֑מָי תֵ֥בְּדַיַּו םי֖תֹא קַ֥הְבּ וֹ׃ד ָֽעְלִגַּה ר  
And he took his brothers with him and chased after him for seven days, 
and overtook him at the mountain of Gilead. 
(Gen 31:23) 
Here, the unique usage קֵבְּדַיַּו “and he overtook” appears, while later, in verse 25, the 
usual term גֵשַּׂיַּו occurs with the same meaning. Targum Onqelos renders the latter term 
as ַאְדֵבּיק ,153 and so we may view the unusual locution in verse 23 as an Aramaizing 
feature.154 Thus, a device similar to the one presented above, which occurs in the 
direct speech of an Aramean, appears here in the narrative voice. Thus, here 
Greenfield identified specific instances of the very feature Hurvitz hypothetically 
described as “peculiar expressions characteristic of a foreign language…[used as] 
unique stylistic devices of a particular author or composition.”155 
Kaufman 
This phenomenon was elucidated further in Kaufman’s paper entitled “The 
Classification of the North West Semitic Dialects of the Biblical Period and Some 
Implications Thereof,” first delivered in 1985 and published in 1988.156 Building on 
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the works of Hackett and Garr to which I already have referred,157 the paper addresses 
the theoretical and methodological issues of classification, by examining the dialect of 
the plaster texts from Deir vAllā specifically, with an eye toward observations germane 
to Northwest Semitic philology generally. He began by setting aside two 
methodological approaches to dialect classification that have occupied the attention of 
earlier scholarly efforts. First, he moved away from the “test of mutual intelligibility,” 
which he perceived, like Garr,158 to be particularly problematic when applied to a 
limited data set of linguistic material that, in addition, is not spoken but only 
written.159 Second, he pointed out the challenges in the practice of assembling a list of 
isoglosses as a means of defining borders between dialects, which, while potentially 
very instructive, is “inordinately susceptible to a profound absence of methodological 
rigor. Typically such an argument runs: ‘This dialect does not have features x, y, and z 
of language A. It does have features i, j, and k of language B. Therefore it is B.’”160 
He then proposed a third approach, comprised of two key components. The 
first, building on the efforts of Garr and Hackett, is the importance of “shared 
innovations” for the establishment of relationships between dialects. Building on 
contemporary notions from general linguistics, Garr defined this phenomenon as a 
development occurring in two or more distinct dialect areas, that is demonstrably 
neither the result of independent changes in each area nor a borrowing from one area 
to another. In addition, even when these criteria are met, a single shared innovation is 
insufficient proof of a dialectal relationship, since it might have occurred in different 
areas purely by coincidence. Thus it is necessary to establish a set of shared 
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innovations, since, as Garr put it, “the greater the number of shared innovations, the 
greater the likelihood of common linguistic development.”161 It is important to note 
that shared innovation is fundamentally a diachronic concept, since it deals with 
change within dialects or dialect groups over time. 
Kaufman’s second component is an emphasis on “the important of 
fundamental and common lexical and grammatical features.”162 In other words, since 
it is the most frequently used elements of a language that are most susceptible to 
change, the more two languages share the same common, everyday, fundamental 
components of two languages—whether morphological or lexical—the more closely 
the two should be seen as related.163 This component thereby “temper[s] our own 
diachronic theory of shared innovations with synchronic dialect geography.” 
Kaufman proceeded to identify aspects of the dialect attested in the plaster 
texts from Deir vAllā that can be identified as either Canaanite or Aramaic. On the 
Canaanite side, he adduced the following: 
1. The Nifal. 
2. A possible indicative impf. pl. without final -n. 
3. The IIIy inf. ldvt. 
4. 3 f. pl. impf. tqtln. 
5. The imperative lkw, “go!”. 
6. 3 m. s. accus. suffix -n on imperfects. 
7. Imperfect cons. forms of IIIy without final vowel indicated—wyh9z 
I:27164 
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With regard to Aramaic, he offered these items: 
1. 3 m. s. suffix -wh on plural nouns. 
2. The masc. plural ending -n. 
3. Preformative aleph on the reflexive. 
4. Third weak jussives in -y vs. indicatives in -h. 
5. Infinitives with m- preformative. 
6. The ending –t for the f. s. perfect. 
7. The ending -yw on štyw, a form not only characteristically Aramaic 
in and of itself, but strongly suggestive that in the derived 
conjugations too, this dialect had the distinctively Aramaic -î.165 
Although this picture appears perfectly balanced, Kaufman went on to eliminate those 
features “of questionable merit,”166 that is, where readings are uncertain or disputed, or 
whether the association with one language group or the other is not entirely clear. He 
also eliminated item 4 from the Canaanite list, since it “is the least frequent of verbal 
forms and thus, as comparative Semitics clearly attests, most susceptible to change, in 
this case a change almost certainly the result of analogy and thereby to be excluded 
from the category of ‘shared innovation’.”167 After all of this paring down, he was left 
with but a single item on the Canaanite side of the balance: item 5, representing the 
assimilation of hlk to Iy verbs. 
Kaufman’s summary of the lexical data corresponded to the Aramaic-heavy 
perspective, with only between five and eight words in the texts identifiable as strictly 
Canaanite, while between 21 and 24 are clearly Aramaic.168 Moreover, only one of the 
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distinctly Canaanite words is common, that being r'h “see,” while “the Aramaic list is 
replete with the most basic vocabulary items—‘son,’ ‘gods,’ ‘come,’ ‘enter,’ ‘give,’ 
‘close,’ ‘wine,’ ‘flee,’ ‘one,’ ‘who,’ ‘advise’.”169 
Combining his morphological and lexical observations, Kaufman’s 
conclusions led him to term the dialect of the inscriptions “our newly discovered 
Southern Aramaic as reflected in Deir vAlla….”170 In the end, however, his work in 
attempting to classify this dialect paid remarkable dividends with specific regard to 
biblical scholarship. He framed his observations by referring to the original 
commission of the panel session for which he had produced this paper, and in doing 
so, took upon his shoulders the entire weight of inquiry that bridges the gap between 
biblical and comparative Semitic studies: “How does the discovery of the DA [= Deir 
vAllā] plaster text in particular and our growing and changing comprehension of the 
nature of the Northwest Semitic linguistic continuum in general contribute to our 
mastery of Biblical Hebrew language and literature?”171 First, he noted, “linguistic 
continuum implies literary continuum as well.”172 Thus it is no surprise that the Deir 
vAllā texts bear a range of similarities to various biblical texts, particularly, but by no 
means only, Balaam’s oracles in Sefer Bilvam. But he went further, specifying a 
distinct type of relationship suggested by certain instances where the biblical material 
parallels that from Deir vAllā. He continued as follows: 
…[M]y second [observation is that] much of the Aramaic-like 
vocabulary of DA…occurs in BH as well. … But where does such 
vocabulary typically occur? Often these terms are the B words of 
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parallel pairs in poetry…,173 but usually they occur in passages long 
since seen to be strongly Aramaizing, such as the dialogues of Job. The 
usual approach to such Aramaizing texts has been to declare them post-
exilic compositions. More valiant souls, such as Tur-Sinai…, have 
ventured to proclaim them translations from Aramaic…. But the 
discovery of [the Deir vAllā plaster texts] changes the ground rules. No 
longer must an “Aramaizing” text have been written after the exile, nor 
must it be a translation from “Aramaic”.174 
Thus, Kaufman offered resounding support for the developing notion, 
articulated already by Hurvitz and Greenfield, that Aramaic-like features could be 
used in biblical texts for literary effect. As the preceding quote demonstrates, his 
perspective offers a nuanced foil to both diachronic and synchronic misinterpretations. 
But he went on from here, and made a case for the specific notion of style-switching. 
His statement, already cited above, bears repeating here: 
All of these passages have in common not only that they are connected 
with Trans-Jordanian characters, but that they represent the speech of 
these characters! In all these Hebrew texts I believe that we have not to 
do with late language or foreign authors, but rather with intentional 
stylistic representations of Trans-Jordanian speech on the part of 
Hebrew authors within Hebrew texts.175 
Rendsburg 
Thus far we have seen that the combined efforts of Hurvitz, Greenfield, and 
Kaufman not only drew attention to the legitimacy, scope, and nuance of dialect study 
in the Bible generally, but also that they each independently concluded that the overall 
picture suggests that in certain biblical texts the occurrence of dialect was deliberate, 
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rather than accidental. Their efforts set the stage for the development of Rendsburg’s 
systematic approach to identifying and understanding dialect in the Bible, the method 
that stands at the heart of the study presented in this chapter. As we shall see, although 
Rendsburg’s publications are concerned primarily with IH, they also attest a 
significant quantity of material devoted to matters such as style-switching and setting-
switching. Moreover, as previously noted, with regard to individual linguistic data 
there is no methodological distinction between the process of identifying the “natural” 
IH features in the language of the Bible and that of isolating features involved in 
intentional devices such as style-switching. As his own work demonstrates, therefore, 
Rendsburg’s method may be employed to equal effect in both situations. 
Rendsburg’s first endeavor in the realm of dialect, published in the same year 
as Kaufman’s important study, set out the basic tenets of his method.176 First, he 
situated his dialectal perspective in scholarship by holding it up next to the other type 
of linguistic variation in the Bible that had received considerable scrutiny, namely, the 
matter of dating.177 Having thus distinguished his synchronic approach from previous 
diachronic approaches, he began to address the reasons why this method had only 
entered prior discourse sporadically and without consistency. He adduced two reasons: 
first, the epigraphic materials available for comparison between biblical and 
extrabiblical sources are limited; and second, the scholarly community has been 
saturated by the ill-conceived notion that linguistic variations in BH “have for the 
most part been obliterated by the harmonizing activity of the Masoretes.”178 To the 
first issue, he responded by saying that “each new inscription found, no matter how 
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small, yields important data which are constantly expanding our knowledge of 
dialectal differences in ancient Canaan.”179 To the second, he called attention to other 
scholarly efforts elucidating the linguistic range of BH.180 Indeed, later he would 
provide a convenient summary of not only diachronic and synchronic spectra, but also 
other types of linguistic variation in the Bible: 
 Diachronic variation, as between SBH and LBH; 
 Synchronic variation, as between JH and IH; 
 Differences of register, as between written and spoken Hebrew; and 
 “[A] different area of language variation, one based on the ‘foreign’ 
factor in biblical literature,” that is, style-switching, setting-
switching, and addressee-switching.181  
Thus, although at the time of the former article’s publication this summary had not yet 
been produced, he had developed this viewpoint to the degree necessary for him to 
articulate the justification for his perspective as follows: “There exists now sufficient 
Northwest Semitic material to act as our guide, and all we need do is reject the notion 
that BH itself is monolithic.”182 
Having thus justified the dialectal approach, Rendsburg concerned himself for 
the remainder of the article with the presentation of a case study, namely the short 
poem in 2 Sam 23:1–7, as a means of providing a glimpse of his perspective in action. 
Below, I offer a brief summary of his analysis of this pericope in the hope of achieving 
the same purpose, although an extended review is unnecessary since the body of this 
chapter takes the same approach and provides ample demonstration of it. Meanwhile, I 
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turn to Rendsburg’s 1990 monograph entitled Linguistic Evidence for the Northern 
Origin of Selected Psalms,183 the introduction to which includes a specific delineation 
of Rendsburg’s method. His approach, in turn, serves a core component of the method 
that forms the basis for the present study. 
In addressing the question of Israelian Hebrew in the Bible, Rendsburg isolated 
two specific methodological questions that must be answered, namely, the 
identification respectively of IH features specifically and IH texts generally.184 
Beginning with the former issue, he observed that a comparison between BH and the 
dialects bordering the territory of biblical Israel—identified by him as Phoenician, 
Moabite, Ammonite, Aramaic, and the Deir vAllā dialect—has demonstrated that 
many features occurring in the surrounding dialects appear in the biblical corpus only 
irregularly. He cited the following well-known examples from the Bible: 
 The masculine plural ending  -◌ִןי  (attested in Moabite, Deir vAllā, 
and Aramaic) 
 The relative pronoun הֶז/וּז (cognates in Aramaic and Old Byblian) 
 The relative pronoun ֶשׁ-  (equivalent to ]א[ש  in Phoenician and 
Ammonite) 
 The feminine singular demonstrative pronoun ֹזה /וֹז (cognates in 
Phoenician and Aramaic) 
He interpreted these commonalities between peculiar Hebrew forms and the 
corresponding standard forms of neighboring dialects as follows: 
The dictates of dialect geography teach us that it is most likely for such 
forms to appear in Hebrew in the regions bordering the Phoenician, 
Moabite, Ammonite, Aramaic, and Deir vAllā speech communities. 
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This is not to say that a particular Aramaic form could not have wound 
its way into Judah…. But all things being equal, we will assume that 
parallels of the sort mentioned above were characteristic of a Hebrew 
dialect or dialects spoken and written in northern Israel.185  
Rendsburg’s comment regarding the relationship between IH and Moabite specifically 
is worth noting here. He wrote: “I am well aware, naturally, that Moab lies on the 
same latitude as Judah. However, insofar as it borders the northern kingdom of Israel, 
specifically the territory of Reuben [i.e., in Transjordan], we can assume more links 
between Moabite and IH than between Moabite and JH [which were separated by the 
Dead Sea].”186 
Rendsburg paid special attention to the delicate issues associated with utilizing 
the Ugaritic materials and those from the Amarna letters in the identification of IH. He 
acknowledged that these languages must be approached with due caution, since, as he 
put it with reference to Ugaritic (although the point applies equally to the Amarna 
letters), “it cannot be determined with certainty whether differences between Ugaritic 
and BH are due to variations in space or in time.” For Ugaritic, however, he noted 
Ginsberg’s preference for seeing Ugaritic and Phoenician as a “Phoenic group” within 
the Canaanite dialects, as opposed to the “Hebraic group” of the hinterland areas.187 
Thus, he concluded that it “seems reasonable to utilize the Ugaritic material to 
establish connections specifically between IH and languages used to the north of 
Israel.” With regard to the Amarna letters, he emphasized that those originating from 
Jerusalem would be useless in isolating IH features, for obvious reasons; but since the 
bulk of the archive “stems from Byblos, Tyre, and other northern sites,” it falls within 
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the same purview as the Ugaritic material. Thus, in his subsequent research, from time 
to time Rendsburg would call upon these two corpora in support of his argument. 
In addition, Rendsburg turned for support to considerations outside the 
linguistic sphere. Specifically, he noted that historical circumstances often have 
bearing on the issue of the relationship between IH and neighboring dialects. He 
specifically noted that “contacts between Israel and Aram were always strong,”188 and 
pointed out that Aramaic inscriptions associated with simple daily functions have been 
discovered at northern Israelite sites, such as a 9th-century inscription bearing the 
single word איחבטל “for the cooks,” discovered at Tel Dan. In addition, he pointed out 
that the similarly close relations between “coastal Phoenicia and inland Galilee…no 
doubt helped cement the relationship between Phoenician and IH.”189 
Having thus laid out the method and reasoning behind the identification of 
specific IH features, Rendsburg turned his attention to the question of Israelian texts 
within the biblical corpus. He began by using as his point of departure the assumption 
that certain biblical texts, particularly those concerned with northern characters or set 
in northern locations, in fact originated in the north. This is not such a drastic 
assumption as it may seem, for two reasons. First, in many such instances the biblical 
text confirms this assumption. For example, 1 Kgs 14:19 is one of numerous verses 
concluding an account dealing with the northern kingdom that ends with the statement 
לֵאָרְשִׂי יֵכְלַמְל םיִמָיַּה יֵרְבִדּ רֶפֵס־לַע םיִבוּתְכּ םָנִּה “Behold, they are written upon the scroll of 
the annals of the kings of Israel.” We can hardly do otherwise than to assume that 
statements such as this refer to texts of northern origin. Second, as Rendsburg pointed 
out, “[a]n examination of the language of these pericopes reveals that these stories 
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include a disproportionate number of grammatical and lexical items which are 
nonstandard within BH but which often have parallels in Phoenician, Moabite, 
Aramaic, etc.”190 Thus, even if one prefers to view his initial assumption as nothing 
more than a working hypothesis, confirmation of his view nevertheless is plain in the 
linguistic data deriving from these biblical texts. 
Finally, Rendsburg indicated that our knowledge of IH may be treated 
cumulatively. That is to say, given the proper circumstances and corroborating 
evidence, specific linguistic features that remain unattested in the neighboring dialects, 
but that arise in the biblical corpus in texts already identified as northern on 
extrabiblical comparative grounds, are fair game for isolation as IH features. In this 
way, inner-biblical evidence can stand as internal support for the isolation of specific 
items characteristic of the northern dialect. Moreover, Rendsburg indicated that it is 
not necessary for a feature of proposed IH character to arise only in IH contexts. He 
phrased it thus: 
Even if an occasional example of a suspected IH feature appears in a 
patently JH text, this still will be considered sufficient distribution to 
qualify it as an IH feature. For example, if a proposed IH feature occurs 
15 times in northern texts and 3 times in Judahite works, this will not 
disqualify its inclusion as a piece of evidence in favor of the northern 
origin of a particular [text].191 
In order for the inner-biblical approach to be fruitful, however, we must keep 
careful track of the accumulation of identified northern texts in the biblical corpus. 
Needless to say, in Rendsburg’s earliest work on northern dialect, he was forced to 
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rely to some extent on the indulgence of his readers, since the linguistic evidence for 
the IH character of certain pericopes used for comparison had not yet been collected 
systematically. Thus in these early endeavors he relied on ad hoc presentations of the 
evidence as it was needed.192 
Subsequently, however, his efforts and those of others have filled many of 
these gaps. Moreover, Rendsburg was able to utilize the insights of earlier scholars 
who had attempted to identify various texts in the biblical corpus as northern 
compositions. These prior endeavors provided him with ample material in which to 
begin testing his approach; and indeed, in the vast majority of such cases he concluded 
that sufficient linguistic evidence was present to draw an IH conclusion. Many such 
prior studies had not themselves utilized linguistic evidence, but had relied instead on 
other aspects of the text in question as support for their hypothesis. One such example 
is Adam C. Welch’s 1929 article identifying Nehemiah 9 as a northern addition to the 
book, which relies primarily on elements of content and style that connect the chapter 
to specific historical circumstances in the northern kingdom.193 On the other hand, 
others did utilize linguistic evidence, but took their observations rather too far. See, for 
example, the three studies by Dahood mentioned above on Qohelet, wherein the 
author is identified as a Phoenician;194 note, however, James R. Davila’s more recent 
approach to the book, which accounts for the issue of dialect.195 All told, Rendsburg 
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catalogued the following as texts that have elicited prior attempts to establish the 
presence therein of non-SBH features:196 
 
 Genesis 49197 
 Sefer Bilvam (Numbers 22–24)198 
 Deuteronomy 32–33199 
 2 Sam 23:1–7200 
 Hosea201 
 Proverbs202 
 Job203 
 Song of Songs204 
 Qohelet205 
 Nehemiah 9206 
 Certain exilic and post-exilic texts207 
 Prophetic speeches addressed to the foreign nations208 
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Thanks to Rendsburg’s study and to other subsequent scholarly contributions, the list 
has been expanded to include the following: 
 Genesis 24209 
 Genesis 30–31210 
 Sections of Judges211 
 Sections of 1 Samuel212 
 Sections of Kings213 
 Isaiah 24–27214 
 Jeremiah215 
 Amos216 
 Micah 6–7217 
 Numerous psalms218 
Finally, it is important to note, as may be apparent already, that in fact 
Rendsburg’s method is a synchronic adaptation of Hurvitz’s diachronic approach, 
detailed above.219 Here I review the three key points with which Hurvitz’s article 
closed, and adjust them according to Rendsburg’s perspective. Thus, in order to 
determine whether a particular IH feature is an indicator of a text’s non-Judahite 
origin, we may reword as follows: 
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1. For this point, Rendsburg’s view necessitates only minor changes: 
For each proposed IH feature, one must establish both a linguistic 
“opposition” between this item and the usual SBH construction or 
vocabulary; and this item’s prevalence in IH and/or surrounding 
dialects with which IH would have shared isoglosses. 
2. Here, too, little must be changed: There must exist a concentration 
of IH features and/or content focusing on northern matters 
(characters, setting, etc.) in the text in question. 
3. Here, in a sense Rendsburg’s approach is the inversion of Hurvitz’s 
point. Hurvitz indicated that a text should be considered late only if 
there exists no other explanation for its attestation of Aramaic-like 
features. Rendsburg’s entire method, on the other hand, addresses 
directly the very type of alternative explanation to which Hurvitz 
alluded. 
Thus, it is plain that Rendsburg’s approach is not invented out of whole cloth, but 
rather is deeply embedded in and engaged with prior scholarship. Moreover, his 
methodological shift from a diachronic focus to a synchronic one attests to the 
potential benefits to be found in an open and ongoing dialogue between both 
approaches to Hebrew philology. 
I turn now to a review of one specific example of Rendsburg’s method as it is 
applied to a specific pericope, namely, the discrete poem known as the “last words of 
David” in 2 Sam 23:1–7. Rendsburg identified six linguistic peculiarities in this 
chapter that he attributed to Israelian dialect.220 He identified these and explained their 
northern character as follows. 
1. The word םֻאְנ (2 Sam 23:1) is used regularly in SBH when God is the 
speaker. Here, however, it occurs in association with a human speaker (David). Such a 
usage appears in only three other biblical pericopes: Num 24:3–4, 24:15–16; Pr 30:1; 
and Ps 36:2. The first, of course, is Sefer Bilvam, and the use of םֻאְנ in this pericope is 
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examined at length below. The second is a part of Proverbs, a text whose northern 
associations have been argued elsewhere, in association with Agur, king of Massa in 
the Syrian desert.221 The third pericope is one of the Psalms whose northern character 
was demonstrated by Rendsburg in his 1990 monograph on the subject.222 These 
pericopes each exhibit numerous affinities with Aramaic. 
2. The word ִמָלּה  (occurring in 2 Sam 23:2 with third-person masculine 
singular pronominal suffix: ִמָלּתוֹ ) occurs elsewhere in the Bible in Ps 19:5, 139:4; Pr 
23:9; and 34 times in Job. The evidence from Job, a book replete with linguistic 
peculiarities attributable in many cases to dialect,223 is supported further by that from 
Proverbs, a text exhibiting many IH forms, especially in chapter 23.224 The two Psalms 
were not included in Rendsburg’s 1990 study,225 but he subsequently suggested that 
they are to be seen, in part at least, as northern.226 Moreover, Rendsburg pointed out 
that “the various Aramaic dialects”227 exhibit the only cognate (אתלמ) to the Hebrew 
word. Likewise, the Targumim consistently render the Hebrew root רבד as למה , in 
both verbal and nominal forms. 
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3. The use in 2 Sam 23:6 of the pronominal suffix -ֶהם  (with retention of the ה; 
also shifted in this instance to  -ַהם , due to vowel harmony) even after a consonant, is 
paralleled in Aramaic epigraphic evidence, such as that from the Kandahar inscription 
and the Arsama letters. Rendsburg rejected both the various suggested emendations of 
consonants and/or vowels and the theories of a lingering archaic form in Hebrew. 
Instead, he offered several biblical passages that exhibit similar retention of the ה in 
the pronominal suffix: הָנְה ָֽלֻּכּ in 1 Kgs 7:37 occurs in the Temple construction 
narrative, wherein numerous Phoenicianisms are evident; םֵה־דַע occurs in a northern 
setting in 2 Kgs 9:18; and ןֶהְבִּל (Ezek 13:17), ןֶהְתיִבְשׁ (Ezek 16:53), and וֹתָּֽכהָנְה  (Ezek 
16:53) occur in a book with “well-known Aramaic influences.”228 
The final three items identified by Rendsburg stand on evidence not directly 
linked with Aramaic usage. Nevertheless, there is reason to perceive them as northern 
features: 
4. The phrase יִבּ־רֶבִּדּ in 2 Sam 23:2 runs counter to SBH, in which this verb 
typically is governed by the preposition ְל-  or ֶאל . This collocation does occur in SBH, 
but bears the specific meaning “speak about, against, through.” Elsewhere, the only 
places in which ֵבִּדּר  plus ְבּ-  means simply “speak to” are in the mouths of northern 
prophets: in one instance, Micaiah is speaking in 1 Kgs 22:28; and the other instance 
is associated with the northern prophet Hosea (1:2). American English attests a 
comparable prepositional situation in the phrases “wait on him” and “wait for him.” 
The first phrase, as it is used in the South, is identical in meaning to the second 
expression as it is used elsewhere; whereas in the North, “wait on him” would refer 
specifically to the actions of a restaurant employee. 
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5. Rendsburg adduced five parallels to the divine name לָע in 2 Sam 23:1. Two 
are biblical: ולע (Ketiv) in parallel to ֺהְיהָו  in 1 Sam 2:10; and the personal name יִלֵע, 
the priest who ministers at Shiloh. A third example is the parallel pair vly // bvl in CAT 
1.16:III:6, 8. The other two attestations occur as theophoric elements in personal 
names: Samaritan ילעוחי (Samaria Ostracon 55:2) and Ugaritic yh9wvl (CAT 4.338:4). 
6. The word ןֵכּ is used in 2 Sam 23:5 neither with the usual sense “thus, so” nor 
as a synonym of ָנוֹכן  with the meaning “firm, established.” Rather, it is used with a 
simple existential meaning, as in Phoenician and Ugaritic, in which kwn is the 
standard verb “to be.”229 
This brief summary provides a condensed glimpse of Rendsburg’s approach, 
and thus also of the approach to be taken in this chapter. As indicated in the lists of 
texts presented above, Rendsburg’s efforts, and those of the same ilk undertaken by 
others, now have identified numerous biblical pericopes in which the linguistic 
evidence points to the presence of dialect. In addition, Rendsburg’s own contributions 
include several important theoretical studies. These include:230 “The Strata of Biblical 
Hebrew” (1991),231 which deals with the various spectra occurring across biblical 
Hebrew identified above; “Morphological Evidence for Regional Dialects in Ancient 
Hebrew” (1992),232 which presents a thorough morphological perspective on the 
matter of dialect in the Bible; “Linguistic Variation and the ‘Foreign’ Factor in the 
Hebrew Bible” (1995),233 to be discussed further below; the culmination of his work 
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with IH, entitled “A Comprehensive Guide to Israelian Hebrew: Grammar and 
Lexicon” (2003);234 and finally “Aramaic-like Features in the Pentateuch” (2006).235 
In the above lists of texts, we must highlight the following items: Genesis 24; 
Genesis 30–31; Sefer Bilvam; Isaiah 24–27; Job; and the prophetic addresses to the 
foreign nations. All of the other texts in the list appear because they exhibit Israelian 
dialect. These texts, however, utilize linguistic variation for literary effect, in one (or 
more) of three ways, described at the outset of this chapter and identified again here: 
style-switching, whereby the speech of foreign characters is simulated by means of 
dialectal features (as in Balaam’s oracles, Isaiah 26, and Job); setting-switching, 
whereby the foreign setting of a story is evoked by means of linguistic cues (as in 
Genesis 24); or addressee-switching, whereby the text draws on the dialectal 
perspective of the audience of the text (as in the prophetic addresses to the foreign 
nations).236 These particular texts, therefore, are particularly noteworthy in that they 
provide concrete examples of the deliberate use of dialect in certain biblical texts, as 
described by Hurvitz, Greenfield, and Kaufman. Rendsburg went further, devoting an 
entire article to the examination of such phenomena in his 1995 study entitled 
“Linguistic Variation and the ‘Foreign’ Factor in the Hebrew Bible.”237 
In addition, to reiterate what was stated at the outset of this chapter, while 
these texts differ from the IH texts in terms of the significance of the dialectal features 
they exhibit, the process of isolating such features is necessarily the same. As a result, 
it is critical to recognize the common element that distinguishes these texts from the 
others in the list. I refer specifically to the notion of intentionality, an idea that 
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Hurvitz, Greenfield, Kaufman, and Rendsburg each postulated as a key factor in these 
contexts. As a rule, of course, it is notoriously problematic to assess the intentions of 
authors in antiquity. And to be sure, certain trends in modern scholarship reject 
entirely the idea that these authors’ textual production contains or reveals such 
intentions; or, alternatively, they repudiate our ability to identify and evaluate them, if 
indeed they are present. On the other hand, as noted, we have encountered in several 
independent contexts the suggestion that in certain specific sections of the Bible, the 
dialectal features exhibited are to be interpreted as purposeful, literarily-motivated 
devices whose incorporation into the text is a conscious part of the authorial process. 
Since the present chapter adopts this perspective, it is necessary here to spend a few 
moments making the case for such an assertion. 
Aramaic-like Features and Authorial Intent 
Needless to say, most of the supporting evidence in this regard is 
circumstantial. Simply put, while dialectal peculiarities in the biblical corpus often 
reflect the impact of IH, it is striking that certain passages, namely those biblical 
pericopes that take place in foreign settings, involve foreign characters, or address 
foreign audiences, have markedly greater-than-average concentrations of non-SBH 
features. Moreover, in these passages, the nonstandard linguistic features that occur 
frequently appear to bear specific dialectal affinities that accord precisely with the 
regional aspects of their respective pericopes. Thus, it requires no great intuitive leap 
to surmise that there is a connection between the content of these texts and the 
carefully chosen words that give form to that content. Certainly, prior scholarship 
evinces a range of independent voices that have expressed the willingness to take such 
a leap. It may be helpful here to bring together the various statements to this effect. 
Hurvitz wrote in 1968 that in such contexts, “[t]he usage of what seems to be 
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Aramaisms…may well reflect the use of peculiar expressions characteristic of a 
foreign language. That is, in these cases we are not dealing with actual loan words, or 
forms, but rather with unique stylistic devices of a particular author or 
composition.”238 In 1981, Greenfield adduced several examples of Aramaic-like 
features that have “enhanced our appreciation of the Aramaic Vorlage behind the 
words put into the mouths of Aramaic speakers or used in conversation with them.”239 
In 1988, regarding such texts, Kaufman stated his belief “that we have not to do with 
late language or foreign authors, but rather with intentional stylistic representations of 
Trans-Jordanian speech on the part of Hebrew authors within Hebrew texts.”240 
Finally, the numerous statements of Rendsburg, particularly those assembled in his 
1995 article “Linguistic Variation and the ‘Foreign’ Factor in the Hebrew Bible,” echo 
and amplify the observations made earlier by the previous three scholars.241 
We scarcely can afford to overlook the significance of these manifold 
independent and informed arrivals at the same intuition with regard to the intentional 
use of dialect in the Bible. The weight of each individual statement by an established 
scholar increases dramatically when taken in combination with like statements from 
similarly respected voices in the discourse. In addition, however, our sensibility 
regarding the intentional use of dialect in the Bible may be informed more deeply if 
we turn once again to an analogy from a more recent literary context. In Romeo and 
Juliet, as in other dramatic works of William Shakespeare, we encounter at various 
points in the play rhymed couplets in perfect iambic pentameter that call attention to 
some particularly significant movement of plot, depth of meaning, or other important 
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aspect of the story. Romeo concludes his exchange with the apothecary, for example, 
by saying “Come, cordial and not poison, go with me / To Juliet’s grave; for there 
must I use thee” (Act V, Scene I, lines 85–86). Likewise, the Prince’s remarks 
concluding the play, which in fact exhibit a more extended rhyming schema, conclude 
with the well-known couplet “For never was a story of more woe / Than this of Juliet 
and her Romeo” (Act V, Scene II, lines 309–310). Nowhere in contemporary or 
subsequent literature, however, do we encounter any statement, explicit or otherwise, 
that might indicate that Shakespeare deliberately shaped these couplets and placed 
them at impactful moments in his drama. Thus, like the biblical use of dialect in the 
specific types of contexts noted above, the evidence for the intentional nature of such 
couplets is purely circumstantial. Yet, I venture to surmise, there scarcely is a reader 
of Shakespeare, whether scholar or amateur enthusiast, who harbors any doubt that 
these couplets represent a deliberate device whose usage is driven by the literary 
potency of a particularly poignant moment in the drama’s overall content.242 
Even so, the evidence presented thus far remains entirely circumstantial. It is 
for this reason that a study of the use of dialect in Sefer Bilvam proves particularly 
useful. In the conclusions of the next chapter, I show that several of the non-SBH 
features used in this pericope are juxtaposed with their SBH equivalents in ways that 
contribute directly to the richness of the text itself. Such juxtapositions are attested in 
both the poetry and the prose portions of the pericope, and can occur in close 
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proximity, as with the adjacent words םֵרָגְי םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע in Num 24:8, as well as across 
lengthy spans, as with the word םיִלָגְר (Num 22:28, 32, 33) and its counterpart םיִמָעְפּ 
(Num 24:10). Although I am unable to establish this kind of relationship for every 
dialectally significant feature in the pericope, the presence of a number of such SBH–
non-SBH connections nevertheless strongly supports the notion that the non-SBH 
usages have been incorporated into the text consciously and with specific literary 
intent.243 Moreover, they suggest that the pericope as a whole exhibits at least this one 
overarching principle guiding its construction. These observations are discussed at 
length at the close of the next chapter. Meanwhile, I commence with a detailed 
examination of each non-SBH item in the pericope, arranged according to the 
sequence in which these features occur in the text. 
                                                 
 
243
 An examination of this type of juxtaposition across all biblical passages that utilize style-switching, 
setting-switching, and/or addressee-switching remains a desideratum. If the present study is any 
indication, such research may prove remarkably fruitful. 
 77 
CHAPTER 3 
DIALECTAL FEATURES IN THE LANGUAGE OF SEFER BILvAM:  
EVIDENCE AND IMPLICATIONS 
Introductory Remarks 
This chapter discusses at length those linguistic peculiarities in Sefer Bilvam 
that are to be associated with style-switching or setting-switching. In addition to 
offering a detailed analysis of each individual item’s dialectal significance, this 
analysis will allow for a range of observations to be made with regard to the data set as 
a whole. First and foremost, these conclusions will address the intentionality of the 
nonstandard language in the text, thereby situating this series of discrete linguistic 
features squarely within a literary perspective on the pericope. Additionally, there will 
appear a few comments regarding the impact of these data on our understanding of the 
unity, sources, date, and provenance of Sefer Bilvam as a whole. 
Before proceeding with such observations, however, we must begin with a 
close examination of the non-SBH features in the pericope, arranged here according to 
the order in which they occur. This will constitute the bulk of the chapter, with a 
typological breakdown to follow. 
Individual Dialectal Features 
Num 22:12: ִעָמֶּהם  
The standard form for the preposition ִעם  “with” plus third-person masculine 
plural pronominal suffix is ִעָמּם . This form occurs 33 times in the biblical corpus, and 
cuts across the entire breadth of diachronic, generic, and geographic strata present in 
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BH,1 as evident, for example, in Gen 18:16 (prose narrative); Lev 26:41 (legal 
material); Hos 5:5 (prophetic poetry); and Job 21:8 (wisdom literature).2 
The non-standard form ִעָמֶּהם , which we encounter in Num 22:12, appears to 
exhibit a relationship with the Aramaic linguistic sphere. One notes the similarity 
between the situation attested here and that occurring in situations such as the word 
ַעְוְצֹמֵתֶהים  in Num 24:8, in which the ה of the 3mp pronominal suffix is retained. 
Although a full discussion of this latter peculiarity in Sefer Bilvam will appear below,3 
it is worthwhile in this context to note Avi Hurvitz’s proposal that the morphology of 
this form is due in part to its relationship to the Aramaic pronominal suffix -ֹהם .4 It is 
possible that the same suggestion applies likewise to ִעָמֶּהם  in our present verse. 
Moreover, one also notes the similar form ֻכָּ֑לַּהם  (as against the usual םָלֻּכּ) in  
2 Sam 23:6. This verse occurs in a pericope whose northern origin has been 
demonstrated by Gary A. Rendsburg, who similarly connected ֻכָּ֑לַּהם  to Aramaic  -ֹהם .5 
Thus, by analogy, this datum likewise suggests the same possibility noted above, that 
ִעָמֶּהם  in Num 22:12 may bear some connection to Aramaic  -ֹהם , and hence to the 
Aramaic linguistic sphere generally. 
Elsewhere in the biblical corpus, the unusual form ִעָמֶּהם  is attested in Deut 
29:16; Jon 1:3; Job 1:4; Neh 9:13, 17; and 2 Chr 5:9. This distribution stands on its 
own as sufficient demonstration that the form bears clear dialectal significance. With 
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the exception of the Deuteronomy example,6 all of these instances occur in contexts 
exhibiting manifestly nonstandard language. For example, Chronicles is one of the 
core diagnostic texts for LBH; Nehemiah 9 has been recognized as both northern and 
late;7 and Job exhibits a wealth of linguistic peculiarities intended to evoke the setting 
and speech patterns of the Syrian desert. 
Even if one prefers to reject the suggestion that ִעָמֶּהם  bears a meaningful 
relationship with Aramaic, its nonstandard character still must be explained. The 
context, combined with the range of other setting-switching features in the pericope, 
indicates that this feature is to be seen here as a setting-switching element. Indeed, 
with the exception of a few verses at its beginning and end, the first chapter of Sefer 
Bilvam is set entirely in Balaam’s homeland, or on the road from there to Moab. Given 
this fact, even notwithstanding the uncertainty of the connection with Aramaic, it is 
appropriate to view the usage of this form in Num 22:12 as an indicator of the 
foreignness of the setting. 
That the form occurs in direct speech, even that of Elohim, also does not 
undermine its force as a representation of the geographical perspective that pervades 
the text. To demonstrate this point, I call attention to several clear examples from 
another pericope in which linguistic features are utilized to evoke a foreign setting, 
namely, the story of Jacob and Laban in Gen 30–31, which takes place in the land of 
Aram.8 Note the following occurrences of such features in the direct speech of Jacob, 
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a character whose speech elsewhere generally9 lies decidedly within the purview of 
SBH:10 
Gen 31:7, 41 – ףִלֱחֶה “exchange” (used only here in the Bible with 
reference to wages, money, etc., paralleling a usage common in 
Jewish Babylonian Aramaic particularly) 
Gen 31:7, 41 – םיִנֹמ “times” (occurring only here in the Bible, from a 
root נמה  “count” that is standard in Aramaic, and considerably 
more productive there than in Hebrew) 
Gen 31:9 – לֵצַּיַּו “he took away” (otherwise לצנ in the Hiphvil means 
“save” in Hebrew) 
Gen 31:39 – יִתְב ֻֽנְגּ “I was robbed” (inflected passive participle, a 
morphological form attested elsewhere only in Jewish Palestinian 
Aramaic) 
Whether one prefers to interpret these examples as generalized reflections of the 
stylistic device at hand, like those occurring in the narrative voice, or as specifically 
suggestive of Jacob’s usage of language that is tailored for his audience (that is, Laban 
and/or his daughters), the parallel with our verse from Numbers remains in any case. 
Thus, the term ִעָמֶּהם  is an element intended to reflect the foreign setting of this portion 
of Sefer Bilvam. 
Num 22:28, 32, 33: םיִלָגְר “times” (contrast 24:10 םיִמָעְפּ) 
In these three places, we encounter the word ֶרֶגל , which normally means 
“foot,” in the repeated phrase םיִלָגְר שׁוֹלָשׁ הֶז “these three rəgālîm,” where the usual 
meaning clearly is not possible: 
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ַ֥תְּפִיַּוָ֖והְי חִ֣פּ־תֶא ה֑תָאָה יֹ֤ תַּו ןוֹ֙םָעְלִבְל רֶמאִ֣שָׂע־הֶמ ִֽתי֔ךְָל יִ֣כּ ַ֔תיִכִּה יֶ֖ז יִנ֥לָֹשׁ ה שׁ
׃םי ִֽלָגְר 
And Yahweh opened the jenny’s mouth, and she said to Balaam, “What 
have I done to you that you beat me these three times?” 
(Num 22:28) 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙ויָלֵא רֶמאַ֣אְלַמ ָ֔והְי ךְָ֗מ־לַע הִ֨כִּה הָ֙תי ֹ֣תֲא־תֶא֔ךְָנֶ֖ז ֣לָשׁ הִ֑לָגְר שׁוֵֹ֤נִּה םי֙יִכֹנָא ה ָ֣צָי יִתא
ָ֔טָשְׂלַ֥רָי־י ִֽכּ ןֶ֖דַּה ט׃י ִֽדְּגֶנְל ךְֶר  
And Yahweh’s messenger said to him, “Why did you beat your jenny 
these three times? Behold, I set out as an obstacle, for the way is yārat [ 
in front of me.” 
(Num 22:32) 
ַ֨אְרִתַּו֙יִנ֔תָא ָֽה ֵ֣תַּו ןוֹטַ֔נָפְל ֶ֖ז י֣לָֹשׁ הִ֑לָגְר שׁ֙יַלוּא םיָנ ְטָ֣תַ֔נָפִּמ הִ֥כּ יָ֛תַּע יָ֥כְתֹא־םַגּ ה ה
ַ֖רָהָ֥תוֹאְו יִתְּג׃יִתיֵֽיֱחֶה הּ  
“And your jenny saw me, and turned aside before me these three times. 
Perhaps since she turned aside from before me, now I should kill you 
and let her live.” 
(Num 22:33) 
Morphologically, this is indicated by the fact that the word occurs here in plural form, 
not the usual dual form that would be expected if the body part were intended. The 
same situation arises in one other place in the Bible, namely Exod 23:14, where we 
encounter the clause שׁלָֹשָׁנָשַּׁבּ יִל ֹגחָתּ םיִלָגְר ה  “three rəgālîm you shall celebrate for me 
during the year.” Chaim Cohen called attention to the development in postbiblical 
Hebrew whereby the word לֶגֶר comes to mean “holiday,” apparently based specifically 
on this verse from Exodus, but went on to point out that this meaning is not an 
appropriate rendering of the term in BH, since it does not fit the context in Sefer 
Bilvam.11 Rather, it is appropriate to accept the observation, widespread in medieval 
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 Cohen 2008: 445. 
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commentaries and emphasized in modernity by N. H. Tur-Sinai,12 that in these 
contexts the word attests the meaning “time, instance, iteration.” 
As Cohen pointed out, this semantic development, whereby לֶגֶר means both 
“foot” and “time,” occurred in parallel fashion with the word ַפַּעם , the usual word for 
“time” in SBH, as demonstrated by the following examples: 
 ֙בִרְחַאְוַ֔מָעְפּ־ףַכְבּ י  And I have dried up with the soles of my feet 
 ֹ֖כֵּ֥רֹאְי לָמ י׃רוֹֽצ  all the streams of Egypt. 
(2 Kgs 19:24cd = Isa 37:25cd) 
 ֵ֥לְגַרִ֖נָע יי  …(by) the feet of the needy, 
 ֵ֥מֲעַפּ׃םי ִֽלַּד י  the feet of the poor. 
(Isa 26:6bc) 
In order to rule out the hypothesis that one or both of the terms לֶגֶר and םַעַפּ in fact 
attests two homophonous roots, as in לֶגֶר I “foot” and לֶגֶר II “time” or the like, Cohen 
argued that “[b]ecause the possibility that these two etymologically unrelated terms 
might have homonyms with the same meaning is statistically almost zero, the semantic 
development (and the resultant polysemy) may be considered to be established….”13 
The word לֶגֶר is attested with the meaning “time” in Aramaic. DNWSI cites the 
first line of the Aramaic version of the Bisitun Inscription,14 the end of which reads 
 יתרתבשנכתא אידרמ אילגר] ו…  “for a second time the rebels gathere[d]….”15 Likewise, 
it is important to note the Jewish Babylonian Aramaic verbal root לגר “be usual, 
frequent,”16 and the various Jewish Palestinian Aramaic nominal forms such as ליגר 
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 Tur-Sinai 1954: 363 and n. 2. 
13
 Cohen 2008: 448. 
14
 The papyrus in which this text is recorded was published in Cowley 1923: 248–271. 
15
 Text adopted from Cowley 1923: 251. 
16
 Sokoloff 2002b, s.v. לגר. 
 83 
that mean “usual, ordinary, frequent.”17 This semantic value comports with the 
iterative sense apparent in the biblical instances. 
As a result of this evidence, notwithstanding the instance of םיִלָגְר “times” in 
Exodus, which may be explained as variation for the sake of variation, it is reasonable 
to interpret the word in these three places in Sefer Bilvam as a dialectal feature, 
especially in the light of Balaq’s choice of the usual SBH alternative םיִמָעְפּ “times” in 
Num 24:10. This variation of the repeated pattern effectively calls attention to the uses 
of םיִלָגְר earlier in the pericope, and also reminds us of the parallel between the story of 
Balaam and his donkey and that of Balaq and Balaam.18 
Num 23:7: םָרֲא־ןִמ 
The opening phrase of Balaam’s first oracle manifests another Aramaic-like 
feature of the type with which this chapter is concerned. In SBH, when the preposition 
ִמן  precedes an anarthrous noun, that is, a noun without the definite article ה- , the 
preposition is prefixed to the noun and the nûn generally assimilates. This results 
either in doubling of the first consonant of the noun, or, if this consonant cannot be 
doubled, in compensatory lengthening of the vowel i to ē in the prefixed preposition.19 
For example: 
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 See Sokoloff 2002a, s.v. ליגר. 
18
 Conversely, Scott B. Noegel (1994: 184) identified the term םַעַפּ “foot” in Isa 26:6, just cited, as an 
IH lexeme. This suggests that the standard SBH terms םַעַפּ and לֶגֶר, with the respective meanings “time” 
and “foot,” are inverted in non-Judahite dialects. Support for this notion is to be found in Ugaritic, 
where pvn is the standard term for “foot” (see DULAT, s.v. pvn). Similarly, Hebrew רַשׂ “officer, 
official” corresponds to šarru “king” in Akkadian, while the Hebrew root ךלמ, whence ךְֶלֶמ “king,” 
occurs only as a general verb for “rule, govern” in Akkadian, with minimal nominal attestations. If this 
indeed is a valid type of parallel, then it lends some indirect support to the interpretation of לֶגֶר as a 
dialectal feature in Sefer Bilvam. 
19
 For a detailed presentation of the assimilation of the nûn of ןִמ, see the standard reference grammars, 
e.g. Joüon–Muraoka 2003: 1:339–340 § 103d. 
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ֹ֤ יַּו רֶמא֙הָוהְיָ֔רְבַא־לֶא ֛ךְָל־ךְֶל ם֥ךְָצְרַאֵמ ֖ךְָתְּדַלוֹֽמִּמוּ ֵ֣בִּמוּ ִ֑בָא תיָ֖אָה־לֶא ךָיֶ֥שֲׁא ץֶר ר
׃ָךּ ֶֽאְרַא  
And Yahweh said to Abram, “Go away from your land and from your 
kindred and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show 
you.” 
(Gen 12:1) 
 ֤פוּסְכֶּ֨נַּבּ תוֹ֙בֶג֔לֲֹח ַֽל ף  Like gales in the Negeb for (its) rushing, 
 ָ֣בְּדִמִּמָ֔בּ רא  from a wilderness it comes, 
 ֶ֖אֵמ׃ה ָֽאָרוֹנ ץֶר  from a feared land. 
(Isa 21:1bcd) 
In Aramaic, however, the nûn in the preposition ןִמ “did not assimilate to the 
following consonant….”20 Note the following examples occurring in first-millennium 
Aramaic inscriptions:21 
…̇ןהלא ןחלשיו ̇המעבו דפראב לכא המלכ ןמ ]  
And may the gods send (one/some) from (among) every type of 
devourer against Arpad and against its people. 
(Sefire I A 30)22 
 ומרהו . רש . ןמ . רש . ךרזח . וקמעהו . ץרח . ןמ .רח] הצ[.  
And they raised a wall (higher) than the wall of H9ZRK, and dug a 
trench (deeper) than [its] tren[ch.] 
(Zakkur 10)23 
                                                 
 
20
 Garr 2004: 42. See also Rendsburg 2002a: 132. 
21
 I reproduce here examples pointed out by Garr 2004: 42. 
22
 The text is taken from Dupont-Sommer 1960: 214. ןמ “from” is read here with a partitive sense, as 
per Dupont-Sommer 1960: 242. Joseph A. Fitzmyer (1961: 197) was troubled by this reading, but did 
not provide a satisfactory alternative. 
23
 The text is taken from Gibson 1971–1982: 2:8. 
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This also is the case in the Transjordanian dialect of the Deir vAllā inscriptions—a 
particularly relevant parallel, since the main character in these texts is none other than 
the prophet Balaam—in which ןִמ occurs before an anarthrous noun five times:24  
  םקיו . םעלב . ןמ .חמ̊ר.]  And Balaam arose on the morrow… 
(DAPT I:5) 
  [.̇ו ועמש .̇ןשרח .  ןמ .קחר  And the deaf heard from afar… 
(DAPT I:15)25 
  המרו . שדגנמ . ןמ . יזחפ.  …and vermin from a tomb. From the tribes of 
  ינב . שא . ןמו .יקש. ]  the sons of man, and from the places(?) [of… 
  (DAPT II:8 [3x])26 
Returning to the biblical corpus, one finds several examples, 91 to be exact,27 
in which we find the full preposition ןִמ, with no assimilation of the nûn, as in Aramaic 
and the dialect of the Deir vAllā inscriptions. Among these, of course, is our phrase 
ןִמםָרֲא־  in Num 23:7, the significance of which will be explained presently. First, 
however, I present a brief review of the biblical data and their dialectal implications. 
Rendsburg’s examination of this phenomenon led him to conclude that 
“[c]ognate evidence and the distribution of this phenomenon in the Bible indicate that 
this feature is a trait of IH [Israelian Hebrew].”28 This evidence may be summarized as 
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 Garr 2004: 43; Rendsburg 1993: 314–315. The text of the inscriptions is taken from the editio 
princeps, Hoftijzer–van der Kooij 1976: 173–174. I also adopt the line numbering of this edition, as 
well as the siglum DAPT (= “Deir vAllā Plaster Texts”) for the inscriptions themselves. 
25
 For the reading of ועמשו as a simple suffix-conjugation verb with conjunction, rather than as a wâw-
conversive to be understood in the future tense, see Hoftijzer–van der Kooij 1976: 180, 217, 220. 
26
 Reading שדגנמ as two words, the preposition ןמ plus שדג “tomb,” as per Hoftijzer–van der Kooij 
1976: 226–227. Note the identical orthography in Job 40:6 (Ketiv), cited below, p. 87. Their reading of 
יקש as “places” is not at all certain, but the relevant discussion would be out of place here. 
27
 See König 1895: 2:292 for a complete list of all biblical occurrences of this phenomenon. 
28
 Rendsburg 2002a: 132. See also Rendsburg 2003c: 105, 126. 
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follows. Within the biblical corpus, 51 of the 98 attestations of this feature occur in 
Chronicles, and a few others appear in Daniel and Nehemiah.29 Robert Polzin and 
Rendsburg concurred that these instances are reflective of LBH, specifically, the 
impact of Aramaic influence on that stratum of the language.30 Of the remaining 
biblical occurrences, notwithstanding occasional unexplained attestations in SBH 
texts, Rendsburg identified 21 as neither SBH nor LBH. Most of these are either in 
Israelian Hebrew compositions or in pericopes whose events take place in a non-
Judahite locale.31 With regard to the former, note the following examples:32 
ַ֥יַּוַ֖רָה שַׂעֵ֣ניֵעְבּ ע֑ ָוהְי יֹ֣ ל הָ֗ס א֙תוֹאטַּח־ןִמ רָ֣עְבָרָי ָ֔בְנ־ןֶבּ םֶ֥שֲׁא טִ֖טֱחֶה ר׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי־תֶא אי  
And he did evil in the eyes of Yahweh: he did not turn from the sins of 
Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he made Israel commit. 
(2 Kgs 15:28) 
 ְ֭כֶּ֣דוֹנ רוֹפִּצָ֑נִּק־ןִמ תֶדהּ  As a bird wanders from its nest, 
 ֝־ן ֵֽכִּ֗אֵ֥דוֹנ שׁי׃וֹֽמוֹקְמִּמ ד  so a man wanders from his place. 
(Pr 27:8)33 
Likewise, non-Judahite settings account for this phenomenon in instances such as the 
following:34 
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 See König 1895: 2:292. 
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 Polzin 1976: 66; Rendsburg 1980: 72. 
31
 Rendsburg 2003a: 23. 
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 In addition to these examples, the list of attestations of this feature in IH texts presented in Rendsburg 
2003a: 23 includes: Judg 5:20 (םִיַמָשׁ־ןִמ); Ps 45:9 (English: 45:8) (ןֵשׁ יֵלְכיֵה־ןִמ); Ps 73:19 (תוֹהָלַּבּ־ןִמ); Ps 
116:8 (הָעְמִדּ־ןִמ); Song 4:15 (ןוֹנָבְל־ןִמ); and six occurrences in Jeremiah, possibly due to Benjaminite 
dialect, although Rendsburg acknowledged that they may be Aramaisms: 7:7 (םָלוֹע־ןִמְל), 17:5 (הָוהְי־ןִמוּ), 
25:3 (הָנָשׁ הֵרְשֶׂע שׁלְֹשׁ־ןִמ), 25:5 (םָלוֹע־ןִמְל), 44:18 (זָא־ןִמוּ), and 44:28 (םִיַרְצִמ ץֶרֶא־ןִמ). The instances in 
Jeremiah are not identified individually by Rendsburg, but see König 1895: 2:292. 
33
 This example was adduced first by Chen 2000: 202. 
34
 The list in Rendsburg 2003a: 23 includes the following additional examples of this feature in texts 
reflecting a non-Judahite setting: Judg 7:23 (2x: רֵשָׁא־ןִמוּ, הֶשַּׁנְמ־לָכּ־ןִמוּ; setting: Manasseh); and Judg 
19:16 (וּהֵשֲׂעַמ־ןִמ; setting: Benjaminite Gibeah). 
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ַ֥וֶמֹאיָּ֖והְי רֵ֣נְבּ־לֶא הֵ֑אָרְשִׂי יֹ֤ לֲה לַ֨רְצִמִּמ א֙םִיָ֣ה־ןִמוּ ִ֔רֹמֱאֵ֥נְבּ־ןִמוּ י֖מַּע י׃םי ִֽתְּשִׁלְפּ־ןִמוּ ןוֹ  
And Yahweh said to the people of Israel, “Did (I) not (deliver you) 
from Egypt and from the Amorite(s) and from the people of Ammon 
and from (the) Philistines?” 
(Judg 10:11 [2x]; setting: Gilead) 
ָ֣והְי־ןַע ַֽיַּו ה֭־תֶאבוֹיִּא֥מ נ֗רעסה] ׳ק: ִ֥מָ֗רָעְסּ ׀ ןה[ ַו׃ר ַֽמֹאיּ  
And Yahweh answered Job from (the) storm, and said… 
(Job 40:6; setting: Uz)35 
Particularly salient is the Gileadite setting of Judg 10:11, since Deir vAllā is located in 
this region. Indeed, Stephen A. Kaufman preferred to identify the dialect of the 
inscriptions from this site simply as “Gileadite.”36 
There are, however, two biblical instances of this feature37 that are to be 
identified as reflective of style-switching, that is, the use of dialectal features to reflect 
in direct speech the characteristic mannerisms of non-Judahite individuals. One occurs 
in Job, a book replete with linguistic peculiarities including many Aramaisms, in the 
direct speech of the book’s main character:38 
                                                 
 
35
 Rendsburg 2003a: 23 identified this instance as one of style-switching, but since it does not occur in 
direct speech, it is to be seen rather as a reflection of the setting of Job, namely, “the general region of 
the Syrian Desert” (Rendsburg 1995: 178). Alternatively, one might prefer to interpret this as a true 
Aramaism; however, it is important to note that the book of Job represents a context in which the 
boundary between Aramaisms and Aramaic-like features may blur somewhat, and the distinction 
between the two concepts can be exceedingly difficult to pin down. See also below, n. 38. 
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 Kaufman 1988: 43. Note also that in two of these four examples (Pr 27:8; Judg 10:11) and also in 
Num 23:7, the non-standard form, in which the nûn of ןִמ does not assimilate, appears in close proximity 
to the usual form, in which assimilation (or compensatory lengthening) does occur. See also the remarks 
in the conclusions to this chapter, below, pp. 176–177. 
37
 Rendsburg 2003a: 23 identified three examples; but see above, n.  35. 
38
 Note that we are concerned in this discussion not with Aramaisms but with Aramaic-like features. 
Because this example occurs in direct speech, I concur with Rendsburg 2003a: 23 in identifying it as the 
latter, specifically, as an instance of style-switching, and not as a true Aramaism. Cf. above, n. 35. 
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 ֵ֥גּ־ןִמָ֑רֹגְי ווּשׁ  From (the) midst they are driven; 
 ִ֥רָיָ֝ע וּעיֵ֗ל׃ב ָֽנַּגַּכּ וֹמי  they shout against him as the thief. 
(Job 30:5) 
Our other example appears in Num 23:7, in the opening line of Balaam’s first 
oracle, where we do not find םָרֲאֵמ, as would be expected in SBH, but rather the full 
form of the preposition, as in Aramaic: םָרֲא־ןִמ. 
 ֲ֠א־ןִמֵ֨חְנַי םָרָ֤לָב יִנק  From Aram Balaq leads me, 
 ֙בָאוֹמ־ךְֶל ֶֽמֶ֔ק־יֵרְרַה ֵֽמ םֶד  the king of Moab, from the mountains of the east. 
Thus, the Aramaic-like quality of Balaam’s poetic speech is set forth from the outset. 
Moreover, in chiastic parallel to our phrase םָרֲא־ןִמ occurs the phrase ֵמםֶדֶק־יֵרְרַה . 
Although the final nûn of the preposition ןִמ is assimilated (by way of compensatory 
lengthening) in this phrase, its first word nevertheless exhibits the next Aramaic-like 
feature to be addressed here. 
Num 23:7: יֵרְרַה 
Rendsburg noted the significance of the word יֵרְרַה in its present context in 
numerous publications, generally in the context of a broad discussion of the pertinent 
philological issues.39 The word is a reduplicatory plural, that is, a plural form of a 
geminate noun in which the gemination is evidenced by the repetition of the final 
consonant, rather than by doubling it as per the norm in Hebrew. 
Joseph H. Greenberg provided the key evidence for determining that these 
forms are to be viewed as internal plural constructions, akin to those of segholate 
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 Rendsburg 1990a: 41; Rendsburg 1991a: 357; Rendsburg 1991b: 93–94; Rendsburg 1992a: 84; 
Rendsburg 1995: 183; Rendsburg 2003a: 14–15; Rendsburg 2006a: 169. 
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nouns. He began by noting that the latter exhibit plural forms that, unlike their singular 
counterparts, are characterized by an a-vowel between the second and third root 
consonants. The Hebrew examples he cited are as follows:40 
Singular Plural 
ֶלֶמךְ  (< *malk-) “king” םיִכָלְמ 
רֶדֵנ (< *nidr-) “vow” םיִרָדְנ 
ֹקֶדשׁ  (< *qudš-) “holiness” ָדֳקםיִשׁ  
Greenberg continued by recalling the generally accepted relationship between these 
forms and the so-called “broken plural” forms exhibited in Arabic and other Semitic 
languages.41 These forms are marked internally, that is, by vocalic changes within the 
stem itself, rather than externally, that is, by the addition of suffixes. Note the 
following examples, which illustrate this phenomenon: 
Singular Plural 
بِآ “document” 
آ  ُ ُ 42 
َ “colocynth” ِَ 43 
As Greenberg pointed out, Hebrew (and Aramaic) segholate plural forms are 
analogous to these examples from Arabic in that their plurality is marked internally. 
However, since plurals in Hebrew and Aramaic generally are marked by suffixes, 
segholate plurals are doubly marked, exhibiting both internal marking in the form of 
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 Greenberg 1955: 198. 
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 Greenberg 1955: 198. 
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 Wehr 1976, s.v. بآ. 
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 Wehr 1976, s.v. . 
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the added a-vowel and, by analogy with the usual plural formation, external marking, 
that is, plural suffixes.44 Note the suffix -י◌ִם  in the Hebrew examples presented above. 
Greenberg proceeded to isolate several types of internal a-plurals across the 
Afroasiatic language family. He identified and described them as follows:45 
Intercalation: An a-vowel in the plural replaces a zero-vowel in the 
singular, as in Ethiopic 'əzn “ear,” plural 'əzan. The internal 
marking of Hebrew and Aramaic segholate plurals falls into this 
category. 
Replacement: An a-vowel in the plural alternates with a non-zero-
vowel in the singular, as in Berber amqərqur “frog,” plural 
imqərqar.46 
Dissimilatory: Replacement or intercalation occurs, in combination 
with an a-vowel in the singular alternating with some other vowel 
in the plural, as in Arabic َ “colocynth,” plural ِَ, adduced 
above, wherein two shifts occur: between /l/ and /q/, /ā/ in the 
plural replaces a zero-vowel in the singular; and between /q/ and 
/m/, /a/ in the singular is replaced by /i/ in the plural. 
General: All vowels shift in the plural to a, by means of several 
intercalations and/or replacements, as in Gulfei gərəm “woman,” 
plural garam. 
Reduplicatory: The final consonant of the singular is reduplicated and 
preceded by an a-vowel, as in Afar il “eye,” plural ilal. 
It is with the final category that we are concerned here. Reduplicatory plural 
forms in the Bible, the significance of which will be discussed shortly, manifest clear 
similarity to segholate plurals. We may take as an illustrative example the word םיִמָמֲע 
(plural of םַע “people,” whose more common Hebrew plural is םיִמַּע): 
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 Max L. Margolis observed this already in 1904 (Margolis 1904).  
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 Greenberg 1955: 199. 
46
 Notwithstanding the shift of the singular preformative a- to i- in the plural. Greenberg 1955: 201. 
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 ַוֵ֨תִּתֶּ֤הָל ן֙תוֹכָלְמַמ םִ֔מָמֲעַו םי  And you gave to them kingdoms and peoples, 
 ֵ֖ק ְלְחַתּ ַֽוָ֑אֵפְל םה  and apportioned them to (every) corner. 
(Neh 9:22ab) 
As the plural of םַע (< *vamm-), the word םיִמָמֲע exhibits the double plural marking 
that occurs in segholate plurals, with both the intercalated a-vowel and the plural 
suffix -םי◌ִ . In addition, however, we see the gemination of the letter מ preserved by 
means of reduplication, as in Greenberg’s fifth category, not by doubling as in the 
usual plural form םיִמַּע. 
In the interest of linguistic rigor, we must recognize that Greenberg spoke of a 
plural formation whereby an originally single consonant in the singular is reduplicated 
in the plural, as in Akkadian alaktu “road,” plural alkakātu;47 whereas in םיִמָמֲע and 
similar Hebrew (and Aramaic) terms an originally double consonant, while attested 
only singly in the singular (in Aramaic, the anarthrous singular) forms, is retained in 
the plural, not added as in Greenberg’s category, and thus in these cases we see only a 
type of quasi-reduplication. Nevertheless, just as segholate plurals essentially are 
internal plural forms that, by Analogiebildung, also possess the more common suffixed 
plural marker, so we also may understand the reduplicatory forms in Hebrew and 
Aramaic as representative of a situation in which the natural underlying gemination in 
such terms lends itself particularly well, by similar analogy, to the reduplicatory plural 
construction identified by Greenberg.48 
The scholarly community recognized long ago that the reduplicatory 
construction is a standard means of forming the plural in Aramaic. Stanislav Segert, 
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 Greenberg 1955: 201. 
48
 Cf. the comments of Rendsburg 1990a: 41 n. 11. 
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for example, stated: “Bei einigen Nomina wird der Plural von zweisilbiger Basis 
gebildet….”49 Note the following examples:50 
Singular Plural 
שׁד “portal” ןשׁשׁד 
*חן  “board (?)” (det.) איננח 
דכ “vessel” ןדדכ 
םַע “people” (det.) אָיַּמְמַע, אממע 
This observation has a variety of implications in BH, which exhibits an assortment of 
reduplicatory plural forms. E. Y. Kutscher touched on one aspect, namely, the 
appearance of these forms in later biblical texts as a result of direct contact with 
Aramaic: “ תירבעב ולא ןיעמ וניצמ םנמא… ארקמה ירפסב תועיפומ וללה תורוצה לכ םלוא
םירחואמה ,תימראה תעפשהל םינותנ ויהש .”51 Additionally, Rendsburg identified this 
construction as a contributing factor in the identification of biblical texts that exhibit a 
northern provenience. Note the following examples:52 
 …֣גַּלְפִבֵּ֔בוּאְר תוֹן  …among the clans of Reuben, 
 ִֹ֖לדְגּ׃ב ֵֽל־יֵקְקִח םי  great (the) resolutions of heart. 
(Judg 5:15cbd) 
                                                 
 
49
 Segert 1990: 198 § 5.3.3.5. Note also the chart on 211–214 (labeled § 5.3.10, “Übersicht über die 
Nominalklassen”), specifically subsection A.b.α (211–212), which is designated “Maskulina – mit 
Veränderung der Nominalbasis – mit geminierten Endkonsonanten.” 
50
 These examples appear in Segert 1990 on the following pages: שׁד: 198 (as “Fenster”), 212, 531 (as 
“Tür”); *ןח : 535; דכ: 537; םַע: 198, 211–212 (though here אממע is listed erroneously as the singular 
determined form: cf. 198), 546. 
51
 Kutscher 1968–1969: 507. 
52
 In addition to the examples presented here, the list in Rendsburg 2003a:14–15 includes: Deut 33:15 
(יֵרְרַה); Judg 5:14 (ךָיֶמָמֲע); Ps 36:7 (יֵרְרַה); Ps 50:10 (יֵרְרַה); Ps 76:5 (יֵרְרַה); Ps 77:18 (ךָיֶצָצֲח); Ps 87:1 
(יֵרְרַה); Ps 133:3 (יֵרְרַה); Prov 29:13 (םיִכָכְתּ); Song 4:8 (יֵרְרַה); Neh 9:22 (םיִמָמֲע), discussed above; and 
Neh 9:24 ( ַעיֵמְמ ). 
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 ַ֤ע֨פָיֶּשׁ דַ֙חוּ֔יַּה םוֹ  Until the day breathes 
 ָ֖נְוִ֑לָלְצַּה וּסםי  and the shadows have fled… 
(Song 2:17ab = 4:6ab) 
He also isolated three cases in which “Aramaic influence may be increasingly seen 
and/or where IH influence had begun to show its effects due to the reunion of 
northerners and southerners in exile:”53 
 ֥אָ֨ל יוֹ֙וּנָ֣נָפ־יִכּ ֔יַּה הםוֹ  Woe to us, for the day has passed, 
 ִ֥כּ֖טָנִּי י׃בֶר ָֽע־יֵלְלִצ וּ  for the shadows of evening are stretched out. 
(Jer 6:4cd) 
ַ֥גֻעְוִֹ֖רעְשׂ תֶ֑לֲכא ֹֽ תּ םיִ֗הְו הָנּ֙יֵלְל ֶֽגְבּ איַ֣אֵצ ָ֔דָא ָֽה תֶ֖גֻעְתּ ם׃ם ֶֽהיֵניֵעְל הָנ  
And the barley cake you will eat; on clumps of human filth you will 
bake it, before their eyes. 
(Ezek 4:12) 
ֹ֣ יַּוַ֔לֵא רֶמאֵ֗אְר יַ֤תָנ ה֙ךְָל י ִֽתֶּא ֣עופצ־תי ]׳ק :ְצִפֵ֣עיי[ ָ֔קָבַּהַ֖תּ רֵ֣לְלֶגּ תַחָ֑דָא ָֽה יִ֥שָׂעְו ם ָתי
֖ךְָמְחַל־ת ֶֽא׃ם ֶֽהיֵלֲע  
And he said to me, “See, I give to you cattle feces instead of human 
clumps, and you will make your bread on them.” 
(Ezek 4:15) 
Unlike all of the above cases, however, the word יֵרְרַה in Num 23:7 holds a 
different philological significance. Rendsburg noted repeatedly that this Aramaic-like 
form has been used in Balaam’s oracle for the purpose of style-switching.54 In 
                                                 
 
53
 Rendsburg 1990a: 41. Note also the lone reduplicatory plural form in the Bible for which Rendsburg 
has not produced an explanation: יֵרְרַה in Hab 3:6. 
54
 See the literature cited above, n. 39. 
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conjunction with other such features, it infuses Balaam’s poetry with an Aramean 
flavor, calling to mind the speech of Balaam’s homeland on the upper Euphrates.55 
Num 23:9: םיִרֻצ 
The cognate relationship between Hebrew וּצר  and Aramaic טוּר  is well 
established. W. F. Albright, for example, noted this connection by drawing attention to 
this verse, Num 23:9, and specifically to the parallel pair formed by this term and 
תוֹעָבְגּ “hills” in the verse’s opening bicolon: 
 ֹ֤ רֵמ־י ִֽכּ֙םיִרֻצ שׁאֶ֔אְרֶא וּנּ  For from the top of peaks I see him, 
 ֖עָבְגִּמוֶּ֑רוּשֲׁא תוֹוּנּ  and from hills I apprehend him. 
According to Albright, this parallelism proves that “s 9ûr is to be taken in the same 
sense as Aramaic t [ûr, ‘mountain,’ especially since z 9r56 and gbvt often stand in 
parallelism in the Ugaritic texts; the three forms are etymologically identical.”57 
The parallel pair רוּצ // ִגְּבָעה  has additional significance. Cohen and Shelomo 
Morag called upon the Ugaritic usages of this word pair as evidence of the antiquity of 
                                                 
 
55
 A. Robinson (1974) argued for the emendation of all biblical attestations of יֵרְרַה to יִר רַה. I concur 
with the assessment of Rendsburg (1990a: 41 n. 13), however, who rejected Robinson’s argument as 
altogether unsound. 
56
 This reflects Albright’s preference for reading Ugaritic ġ as /z9/, as presented in Albright 1932: 17. 
57
 Albright 1944: 212 n. 22. For a thorough discussion of the Ugaritic shift */z9/ > /ġ/ and the situations 
in which it occurs, see Segert 1988. This shift occurred particularly in the presence of /r/ (Segert 1988: 
295, 297). Hence, for instance, the relationship between Ugaritic nġr and Hebrew רצנ = Aramaic רטנ 
(Gevirtz 1963: 57 provided this and several other examples). See also Bordreuil–Pardee 2004: 1:37–38; 
Sivan 1997: 23–24; and Tropper 2000: 114–115 § 32.144.25. Ullendorff (1977: 134) dismissed the 
association of Ugaritic ġr with Hebrew רוּצ and Aramaic רוּט on phonetic grounds, but his argument did 
not account for the */z9/ > /ġ/ shift. 
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the biblical poem.58 The pair is attested several times in the Bavl Cycle, as in the 
example presented by Cohen (CAT 1.4:V:15–16 = CAT 1.4:V:31–33):59 
tblk . ġrm . mı 'd . ksp . The mountains shall bring you much silver; 
gbvm . mh9md . h}rs The hills, a treasure of gold. 
The same parallel pair appears elsewhere, in the direct speech of 'Il (CAT 1.3:III:30–
31): 
b qdš . b ġr . nh9lty In the sanctuary, on the mountain of my property, 
b nvm . b gbv . tlı 'yt in the pleasant (place), on the hill of triumph. 
We encounter this pair yet again at another point in the myth (CAT 1.5:VI:25–28):60 
a
 'p / vnt . ttlk . w ts9d . So vAnat wandered and traversed 
kl . ġr / l kbd . a 'rs 9 . every mountain unto the midst of the earth, 
kl . gbv / l kbd . šdm every hill unto the midst of the fields. 
Returning to the biblical corpus, the pair רוּצ // הָעְבִגּ appears nowhere else 
besides the present verse. Instead, the equivalent pair רַה // הָעְבִגּ is the standard, and is 
used in dozens of places. I offer two representative examples: 
 ֚קִ֣ר םוִּ֔רָהֶה־תֶא ביםי  Arise, contend with the mountains, 
 ַ֥מְשִׁתְו֖עָבְגַּה הָנְע׃ךָ ֶֽלוֹק תוֹ  and let the hills hear your voice. 
(Mic 6:1bc) 
                                                 
 
58
 Cohen 1978: 37; Morag 1995: 52. 
59
 See Cohen 1978: 37. Cf. also CAT 1.4:V:38–39, which is identical except that the first word of the 
couplet is changed to yblnn. Cohen also provided a list of other attestations of this word pair in Ugaritic 
(59 n. 59), each of which I present here in full. 
60
 Cf. also CAT 1.6:II:15–17, which is identical except that it is in the first person rather than the third 
person. 
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 ֶ֣טְבִּ֣רָה םֶרָ֑בְּטָה םיוּע  Before mountains were sunk, 
 ֵ֖נְפִל֣עָבְג י׃יִתְּל ָֽלוֹח תוֹ  before hills, I was born. 
(Pr 8:25) 
Cohen and Morag interpreted this situation as demonstrative of a development in the 
Hebrew language whereby the archaic pair רוּצ // הָעְבִגּ, attested only once in an early 
poetic stratum, was replaced by the later pair רַה // ְבִגּהָע .61 To be sure, there is real 
diachronic significance in this lone biblical attestation of a word pair that is well 
attested in Ugaritic. 
However, this diachronic perspective on the term םיִרֻצ in this context does not 
encompass the entire breadth of the situation. As Rendsburg observed, “the form םיִרֻצ 
evokes Aramaic םירוט ‘mountains,’ and no doubt reflects an attempt to include that 
Aramaic word in the poetry, using the Old Aramaic orthography still, in which the 
emphatic interdental /z 9/ is represented by צ (before the shift to ט occurred)….”62 
Rendsburg’s mention of orthography is both justified and relevant to the present study. 
W. Randall Garr discussed the process by which the Proto-Semitic phoneme */z 9/ (thus 
the usual transliteration; Garr preferred */t `
 @/), still pronounced in Old Aramaic and 
represented orthographically by צ, fell together with /t[/ in later stages of the language, 
and thus came to be represented by ט.63 The spelling in the biblical text, which uses צ 
rather than ט, therefore bespeaks a date of composition prior to the phonetic–
orthographic shift in the Aramaic language from which the latter spelling results. 
Thus, although Cohen and Morag surely were correct in seeing רוּצ // הָעְבִגּ as an 
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 Cohen 1978: 37; Morag 1995: 52. 
62
 Rendsburg 2006a: 170. 
63
 Garr 2004: 27–28. In Hebrew, all evidence indicates that */z9/ had completely fallen together with /s9/ 
at a very early stage (Garr 2004: 28). 
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archaic pair on the basis of its connection to Ugaritic, it is the orthography, which uses 
צ as in Old Aramaic, that provides a more specific diachronic clue. 
Moreover, from a synchronic standpoint, Rendsburg suggested that the usage 
of this term is not merely one half of a word pair that is reflective of Archaic Biblical 
Hebrew, as argued by Cohen and Morag. Rather, this usage reveals the author’s 
intentional adoption of the pair םיִרֻצ // תוֹעָבְגּ, an archaic pair to be sure, one of whose 
members, the term םיִרֻצ, recalls the Aramaic lexeme רוּצ (later רוּט). Note that Aramaic 
רוּט occurs as the interdialectal equivalent of Hebrew רַה, as witnessed by the 
consistent use of the former in the Targumic renderings of the latter; see, for example, 
Gen 8:4, where the phrase ט ָֽרָרֲא יֵרָה “mountains of Ararat @” is rendered וט)ו( יר
)ד(ודרק)ן(  in the Targumim. Thus, in addition to standing as an archaizing element, 
this word pair lends an Aramean cast to the couplet, and contributes to this quality in 
the poem as a whole. Indeed, Stanley L. Gevirtz anticipated this synchronic approach 
to the term םיִרֻצ, by positing a regional significance to its attestation in the present 
context: 
Since Balaam says he was brought by Balak from the ‘Mountains of 
Qedem’…the use of the Syrian(?) parallelism עבג // רצ rather than the 
Palestinian(?) parallelism עבג // רה would appear to indicate, on the one 
hand, an authentic representation of the northern dialect and, on the 
other hand, an accurate retention of the northern poetic tradition as it 
differed from the southern.64 
In the present study, I adjust Gevirtz’s interpretation of this term as representative of a 
dialectal distinction between the northern and southern poetic traditions, and prefer 
instead to see it as an example of stylized Hebrew intended to imitate Aramaic. 
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 Gevirtz 1963: 57. 
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Nevertheless, whether in regard to dialect or deliberately stylized language, in a broad 
sense his recognition of this term’s relevance to matters of regional variation in BH, 
and in the Northwest Semitic linguistic domain generally, certainly is noteworthy. 
In sum, it is reasonable to view the pair רַה // הָעְבִגּ as the biblical standard, with 
this single attestation of the pair רוּצ // הָעְבִגּ thereby cast in sharp relief as an 
alternative that is, on the one hand, similar enough to the standard pair that its sense 
would be transparent to any speaker of Hebrew, while on the other hand evocative 
enough that it provides a taste of the characteristic speech of the Aramean prophet. 
Num 23:9: ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי 
The final two cola of Num 23:9 read as follows: 
 ֙םָע־ןֶהָ֣דָבְל ֹ֔כְּשִׁי דן  Behold, a people (who) dwells alone, 
 ִ֖יוֹגַּבוֹּ֥ ל ם׃ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי א  and among the nations it does not yit `h9aššāb;. 
The standard grammars of BH generally agree on the reflexive sense of the Hitpavel 
stem. For example, GKC stated, “As in form, so also in meaning, Hithpavēl is 
primarily (a) reflexive of Pivēl, e.g. רֵזַּאְתִה to gird oneself, שֵׁדַּקְתִה to sanctify 
oneself.”65 This suggests that the second colon should be read “and among the nations 
it does not reckon itself.” However, the content of the poem clearly indicates that this 
interpretation is simply untenable, since the sudden intrusion here of a glimpse into 
Israel’s innermost thoughts would be totally incongruous with the rest of the poem, 
whose perspective throughout is that of Balaam. In addition, although the textual 
evidence is only suggestive, this is the only biblical attestation of the verbal root חשׁב  
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 GKC p. 149 § 54e (emphasis in original); see also, e.g., Joüon–Muraoka 2003: 1:157–160 § 53a, i. 
 99 
in the Hitpavel, which leaves one with the sense that “reckoning” is not an action 
generally conceived as something one does to oneself. 
An alternative reading for the second colon plainly provides a more suitable 
sense in context: “and among the nations it is not reckoned.” Normally, one expects 
the Niphval to be used to express passivity. As GKC puts it, “Niphval comes finally in 
many cases to represent the passive of Qal, e.g. דַלָי to bear, Niph. to be born….”66 
Indeed, the root בשׁח appears numerous times with passive sense using the Niphval 
stem. Note especially the following example, in which the Niphval occurs in 
conjunction with the preposition ְבּ- , as in our verse: 
 ֤לְדִח֙םֶכָל וָּ֣ה־ןִמ ָ֔דָאם  Leave off from humanity 
 ֶ֥שֲׁאָ֖מָשְׁנ ר֑פַּאְבּ הוֹ  in whose nostrils is breath, 
 ֶ֥מַּב־י ִֽכָּ֖שְׁחֶנ ה׃אוּֽה ב  for on what is it esteemed? 
(Isa 2:22) 
Also instructive is an example from Psalms, which uses a different preposition, but 
nevertheless provides an analogue for the use of this verb to express the place of an 
individual subject within a larger group, as in Balaam’s oracle, though here again it is 
expressed with the Niphval: 
 ֶ֭נ֣י־םִע יִתְּבַשְׁח֑ב יֵדְרוֹרוֹ  I am reckoned with those who descend to the pit; 
 ָ֝הִ֗יֶ֣גְכּ יִתי׃לָֽיֱא־ןי ֵֽא רֶב  I am like a man without help. 
(Ps 88:5 [English: 88:4]) 
On what basis, then, may we justify a passive reading of the word ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי in our 
verse from Numbers? As pointed out by Rendsburg in numerous publications, it is to 
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 GKC p. 138 § 51f (emphasis in original); see also, e.g., Joüon–Muraoka 2003: 1:151 § 51c. 
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Aramaic that we must turn for the necessary evidence.67 In that language, which 
exhibits no stem involving a n-preformative parallel to the Niphval in Hebrew, we find 
instead two passive forms ִהלֵטְקְת  and לַטַּקְתִה, corresponding to the G and D stems 
respectively (although they can be difficult to distinguish in consonantal orthography), 
that involve a h-preformative with infixed t. Segert provided examples such as רזג 
“zerschneiden,” רזגתה “abgetrennt werden;”68 בהי “geben,” בהיתה “gegeben 
werden;”69 and so on. On the basis of these Aramaic passive forms, Rendsburg 
identified three other instances in the Bible where the Hitpavel stem must be 
understood with a passive sense.70 The first is from the sixth chapter of Micah, in a 
portion of that book recognized as deriving from the northern kingdom of Israel:71 
 ֵ֞מַּתְּשִׁיְו֣קֻּח רִ֗רְמָע תוֹי  And the statutes of Omri are kept, 
 ֹ֙לכְוֵ֣שֲׂעַמ ָ֔אְחַא־תיֵב הב  and all the doing of the house of Ahab; 
 ֖כְלֵתַּוָ֑תוֹצֲע ֹֽמְבּ וּם  and you go in their counsels. 
(Mic 6:16abc) 
Note the other occurrence of שׁרמ  in the Hitpavel, which is reflexive, as expected: 
 ִ֣הֱאָוִ֣מָת י֑מִּע םיוֹ  I was perfect with him, 
 ָ֝וֵ֗מַּתְּשֶׁא׃י ִֽנוֲֹעֵמ ר  and I kept myself from my guilt. 
(Ps 18:24 [English: 18:23] ≈ 2 Sam 22:24) 
The root שׁרמ  in the Niphval stem generally is to be taken reflexively, which itself 
points up this instance of passive Hitpavel all the more. Note also, however, the two 
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 Rendsburg 1995: 183–184; Rendsburg 2003a: 18–19; Rendsburg 2003c: 105; Rendsburg 2006a: 169. 
68
 Segert 1990: 529. 
69
 Segert 1990: 536. 
70
 Rendsburg 2003a: 18–19. 
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biblical attestations of שׁרמ  in the Niphval—not the Hitpavel—that are to be read as 
passives: 
 ִ֕בָנְבוָּ֧לֱעֶה אי֛ ָוהְי הה  And by the prophet Yahweh brought 
 ֵ֖אָרְשִׂי־תֶאָ֑רְצִמִּמ לםִי  Israel up from Egypt, 
 ִ֖בָנְבוּ׃ר ָֽמְשִׁנ אי  and by the prophet he is protected. 
(Hos 12:14 [English: 12:13]) 
 ָ֣לוֹעְלָ֑מְשִׁנ םוּר  Unto eternity they are kept, 
   ֶ֖זְוִ֣עָשְׁר עַר׃ת ָֽרְכִנ םי  but the seed of the wicked is cut off. 
(Ps 37:28cd) 
The second example of a passive Hitpavel identified by Rendsburg is from 
Proverbs, a book whose language possesses well-established Israelian characteristics: 
 ֶ֣שַׁ֭ה רֶקֶ֣הְו ןֵחֹ֑יַּה לֶביִפ  Deceitful is favor, and vain is beauty; 
 ָ֥שִּׁא֝־תַאְרִי הָ֗והְיה  a woman who fears Yahweh— 
 ִ֣ה׃ל ָֽלַּהְתִת אי  let her be praised. 
  (Pr 31:30) 
The root ללה does not occur in the Niphval, but the wealth of Hitpavel attestations other 
than this one are clearly not passive. ִהְתַהֵלּל  is commonly reflexive, with the sense 
“boast” (< “praise oneself”), as in the following representative example: 
ַ֤יַּו֙לֵאָרְשִׂי־ךְֶל ֶֽמ ןַעֹ֣ יַּו ֔רְבַּדּ רֶמאֵ֥לַּהְתִי־לַא וֵֹּ֖גח ל׃ַח ֵֽתַּפְמִכּ ר  
And the king of Israel answered and said, “Say, ‘Let not he who puts 
on (armor) boast as he who takes (it) off.’” 
(1 Kgs 20:11) 
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Alternatively, the Hitpavel stem from this root can also mean “glory (in), make one’s 
boast (in),”72 as in the following example, which also is one of many: 
 ַ֭בֵּ֣לַּהְתִתּ הָוהיַנ לִ֑שְׁפי  In Yahweh my soul glories; 
 ֖עְמְשִׁיִ֣וָנֲע וּ׃וּח ָֽמְשִׂיְו םי  hear, O humble, and be glad. 
(Ps 34:3 [English: 34:2]) 
Finally, Rendsburg’s third example comes from Qohelet, and also constitutes 
an instance of Israelian dialect: 
 ִ֨עָשְׁרִ֜רֻבְק םיָ֗בָו םיוּא  The wicked are buried and gone, 
 ֤קְמִּמוּ֙שׁוֹדָק םוֵֹ֔לַּהְי וּכ  and from the holy place they wander, 
 ֥חְכַּתְּשׁ ִֽיְוִ֖עָב וּרי  and they are forgotten in the city 
 ֶ֣שֲׁא֑שָׂע־ןֵכּ רוּ  that they made. 
  (Qoh 8:10bcd) 
Like ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי in Num 23:9, the term ִיוּחְכַּתְּשׁ  is the only biblical occurrence of this verbal 
root in the Hitpavel. Here too, this is particularly striking given the frequency of שׁכח  
in the Niphval stem, as in the following examples: 
ְ֠וֶ֨שׁ וּמָקֵ֤נְשׁ עַב֙בָעָר יֲחַא ֶ֔היֵרַ֥כְּשִׁנְו ןָ֖בָשַּׂה־לָכּ חֶ֣אְבּ עָ֑רְצִמ ץֶרָ֥לִּכְו םִיָ֖עָרָה ה ב
׃ץֶר ָֽאָה־תֶא 
And there will arise seven years of famine after them, and all the plenty 
will be forgotten in the land of Egypt, and the famine will fill the land. 
(Gen 41:30) 
 ֹ֤בּ֙דֹאְמ וּשֹׁ֣ ל־י ִֽכּ ִ֔כְּשִׂה אוּלי  They are greatly ashamed, for they have not  
succeeded— 
 ַ֥מִּלְכָּ֖לוֹע תֹ֥ ל ם׃ַח ֵֽכָשִּׁת א  an eternal dishonor; it will not be forgotten. 
(Jer 20:11cd) 
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Thus, not only the rarity, but also the peculiarity and significance of the 
passive Hitpavel are amply demonstrated. These forms are identifiable specifically 
because of their similarity to Aramaic t-infixed passive forms. But while the latter 
three attestations represent dialectal features associated with Israelian Hebrew, the 
word ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי in Balaam’s oracle is a deliberate mimicry of Aramaic, by means of the 
Hitpavel—a perfectly good Hebrew construction—where otherwise one would expect 
the Niphval. This serves to season Balaam’s speech, which is presented in Hebrew, 
with a taste of the Aramean figure’s native language. 
It is worthwhile to take a moment to respond to the argument against 
Rendsburg’s position in this matter, as presented by David Talshir.73 He adduced a 
handful of additional examples of the Hitpavel stem that purportedly exhibit a passive 
sense, and argued that the attestation of these examples in manifestly Judahite contexts 
demonstrates that this usage cannot be interpreted as representative of non-standard 
dialect. Here I address each example briefly. The term רֵפַּכִּנְו in Deut 21:8, glossed by 
Talshir as “and they will be absolved,” is an unusual form closer to a Nitpavel than a 
Hitpavel.74 The rarity of the form, together with the fact that the passive sense is 
produced by the n-preformative rather than the t-infix,75 renders it problematic as a 
piece of evidence in the dialectal discussion, especially in light of the conventional 
Hitpavel form רֵפַּכְּתִי in 1 Sam. 3:14, which Talshir also adduced. This is the only 
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occurrence of the root רפכ in the Hitpavel, and given its relatively frequent attestation 
with passive sense in the Puval, this instance is striking. One notes, however, that this 
verse occurs in a story set in the Ephraimite hill country. Rendsburg demonstrated that 
1 Samuel 1–2 represents an IH composition;76 and although his study did not proceed 
to 1 Samuel 3, the IH narrative continues here, as confirmed, in part, by the word 
רֵפַּכְּתִי in 1 Sam 3:14. 
Other examples offered by Talshir are still more problematic. It is difficult to 
draw any meaningful conclusion from the verb רֵשַּׂבְּתִי in 2 Sam 18:31, the only 
attested Hitpavel form of the root בשׂר , which Talshir glossed as “be informed” but 
which might just as easily be interpreted as “take heed.” Not only is the term’s passive 
sense a matter of the translator’s preference, but in fact every other verbal attestation 
of the root is in a clearly active context, which leaves us with no data by which to 
assess the present term’s dialectal status one way or the other. If the verb is normative 
SBH, this may be due to the absence of a more “conventional” passive form from this 
root, and thus it certainly cannot stand as a general demonstration that the passive 
Hitpavel is standard in Judahite dialect. On the other hand, one notes that the word 
occurs in the mouth of a Cushite, and thus may stand as a style-switching element in 
the foreigner’s speech.77 Finally, the verb וּאְכַּדִּיְו “be crushed” occurs twice in Job (5:4; 
34:25), a book replete with a range of linguistic peculiarities including numerous 
Aramaic-like features, and thus does little to counter Rendsburg’s position. 
The most meaningful example offered by Talshir is the verb ֶנַּעְתִהה , which he 
interpreted as “be oppressed.” In three cases, including the instance he cited 
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specifically (יִנַּעְתִהְו, Gen 16:9; also Dan 2:12 and Ezra 8:21), the reflexive sense better 
fits the context: “afflict oneself, subject oneself.” In two instances, however (1 Kgs 
2:26 [2x]; Ps 107:17), the passive sense appears unavoidable.78 Be that as it may, if 
this is the only example cited by Talshir that stands in contrast to Rendsburg’s 
argument, then it does little to counteract the point. In short, the force of Rendsburg’s 
view lies not only in the IH contexts of the examples he adduced, but in the 
demonstrable contrast that they exhibit with normative SBH locutions. Talshir’s point 
is worthy of close consideration, but the balance of the evidence remains tipped in 
favor of Rendsburg’s perspective. 
Num 23:10: עַֹבר 
Superficially, the hapax legomenon עַֹבר, clearly the B-word to רַפֲע in the A-
line, appears to mean something like “one-fourth,” and indeed some translations 
interpret the phrase לֵאָרְשִׂי עַֹבר, rather awkwardly, as “the fourth-part of Israel” or the 
like.79 Recently, Baruch A. Levine argued in support of this reading in the following 
manner. He interpreted רַפֲע in the preceding colon on the basis of MH, as follows: 
“Thus, bêt kôr vāpār means ‘a section of land yielding a kôr of grain’ (Mishnah, 
Qiddûšîn 3:3, 7:1). In such terms, vapar Yiśrā'ēl would be synonymous with 'admat 
Yiśrā'ēl ‘the territory of Israel’ in Ezekiel 12:22.”80 In conjunction with this, he 
suggested a rendering of עַֹבר that is related, in fact, to the number four, as above. 
However, instead of reading it simply as a numerical designator, as in “one-fourth, one 
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quarter,” he noted that the Akkadian word “rebītu, from a root rebû means: ‘quartier’ 
(French), namely, a section of a city, or of some other delimited area.”81 Levine 
thereby presented a reading of this couplet in which both words, רַפֲע and עַֹבר, relate 
not to Israel’s numbers but to the extent of Israel’s territory. 
While Levine’s discussion is consummately informed and astute as always, 
there remains a persistent drawback. In terms of content, if one accepts Levine’s 
reading, it is the only reference in any of Balaam’s oracles that refers explicitly to 
Israel’s land. Elsewhere, only the several strophes following the fourth oracle (Num 
24:20–24), themselves widely interpreted as late editions,82 mention specific lands in 
association with Israel. But, notably, none of them are Israel’s land, and in any case 
the idea of a fixed territory for Israel appears rather incongruous with the use here of 
the words רַפֲע and ִמְסָפּר . Instead, Israel is presented as the victor, or perhaps 
conqueror, over other lands in the region, and is identified exclusively throughout 
Sefer Bilvam not as a land or territory, but as a “people” ( ַעם ). Nevertheless, ultimately 
Levine’s position provides the strongest support yet offered for this reading. 
This fact notwithstanding, however, the rendering of עַֹבר as “one-fourth” in 
parallel to רַפֲע “dust” in the preceding colon remains unsatisfactory. The Septuagint 
only clouds the matter, departing entirely from רַפֲע // עַֹבר to read spe/rma // dh&mouv 
“seed” // “peoples,” although Albright explained, rather dubiously, that the LXX 
reading in fact derives from the plain sense of the Hebrew: “G [i.e., LXX, the Greek 
text] obviously understood ‘quarters’…in the sense of ‘clans’….”83 He also identified 
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a different rendering, widely attested in his day: “Most commentators emend MT, 
עבר־תא, to תבבר־תא,”84 with the meaning “the myriad (i.e., of Israel).” 
Albright’s preference, however, corresponded with the suggestion first made 
by Friedrich Delitzsch, whereby Akkadian turbu'u “dust-cloud” was offered as 
cognate.85 Cohen adduced several instances of this term in Akkadian, including the 
following examples:86 
epram pîki tarbu'am panîki sah }lî daqqātim umallû īnīki 
Dust in your mouth, a dust-cloud in your face, they fill your eyes with 
pulverized cress.  
(NBC 2, 72:16–19)87 
šû maniyê turbû šēpē ummānātiya ēmurma ukku ā šarrūtīšu ēzibma ana 
rūqêti innabit 
Then Maniye saw the dust-cloud of my armies’ feet, abandoned Ukku, 
his royal city, and fled to distant (places).  
(OIP 2, 37:23–25)88 
By the time Albright published his study, this alternative had already begun to 
circulate in scholarship, as indicated, for example, by H. L. Ginsberg’s statement more 
than a decade earlier that “[f]or the sake of coherence (and incidentally of 
parallelism)” the phrase עַֹבר־תֶא “is now read by all scholars” in similar fashion as 
“dust, dust-cloud.”89 Cognate evidence from other Semitic languages continued to 
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accumulate: Ginsberg offered “Arabic (metathesized?) ٌَر by the side of the more 
common ٌةَََ, ٌََ, and ٌُر ,”90 to which Morag responded that the former is the likely 
original, while the latter terms likely are metathesized;91 and Morag also pointed out 
the Syriac cognate  (rbwh9) and the Samaritan Aramaic cognate עובר.92 
Alternatively, Chaim Rabin proposed a relationship with Arabic ة “multitude,” 
although this connection has not been accepted into subsequent scholarship.93 
Content with the certainty of the reading “dust-cloud” for עַֹבר, most 
subsequent scholarship has concerned itself with determining the appropriate 
emendation for the term. Cohen referred to this term as “perhaps the most celebrated 
case of an emended biblical hapax legomenon.”94 Albright suggested that the reading 
תעברמ in the Samaritan Pentateuch (the particle תא is absent)95 preserves a final -ת  
that should be retained.96 This matches one of the many Akkadian forms of the word, 
which appears variously as “tarbu'(t)u(m), tur(u)bu, turbu'/ttu and so on….”97 Cohen 
expresses a more moderate perspective: “Since all three forms tarbu'u, turbû and 
turbu'tu are attested in Akkadian…the reconstructed biblical form could be with or 
without a final ת.”98 
More certain, according to scholarly consensus, is the interpretation, put forth 
by Albright, that the accusative marker ־תֶא, unusual in a poem of such antiquity, 
should be understood instead as a preformative ת- ; thus we should read תעבר)ת(  
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instead of עַֹבר־תֶא.99 Samuel E. Loewenstamm provided support for this viewpoint by 
citing the situation in the Bar Kokhba letters,100 described by Jacob Milgrom as 
follows: “The change from projected consonantal trbv to 't rbv can be accounted for. 
In the Bar Kokhba letters, the particle 'et is frequently found fused with the following 
word where the initial alef is dropped. This is what some Masorete thought happened 
to trbv, and he accordingly divided it into 't rbv….”101 The same phenomenon is 
discernible in a context temporally closer to the biblical passage, namely, the fifth line 
of the Amman Citadel Inscription: 
]ענת[ ל . תלדת . תלדב . ןטב .…102  
[You will loc]k the door in the inner doorway103… 
Regarding the word תלדת, Shmuel Ah 9ituv commented, “The ת is an apocopated 
accusative particle. The initial א has been lost, as has the presumed definite article.”104 
He proceeded to identify other contexts in which this phenomenon occurs, including 
the Bar Kokhba letters. 
Morag apparently was not troubled by the occurrence of the accusative marker 
in this poem, however, and found the case for emendation uncompelling: “ ךכב ןיא לבא 
ךרוצ םוש ,םילדבנ םילקשמב תונוש תוימש תופשב תולקשנ שרוש ותוא תונב םילמ ירהש… .”105 
Rendsburg, too, tacitly concurred, preferring to deal directly with the word עַֹבר as it 
stands in the MT.106 Indeed, despite the complication of the accusative marker ־תֶא in a 
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relatively ancient poem, the MT represents lectio difficilior, and a certain hesitation is 
appropriate, therefore, in evaluating any attempt to “fix” the text. 
Additionally, though it is exceedingly risky to rely on strict metrical analysis as 
justification for any evaluation of the text, one also notes Rendsburg’s preference for 
understanding the word רפסמו as the “emphasizing conjunction” וַּמ-  plus the verb 
ָסַפר .107 This being the case, the inclusion in Num 23:10 of the accusative marker ־תֶא 
in the phrase עַֹבר־תֶא creates a pattern in this couplet whereby the two cola are 
comprised of smooth alternation of stressed and unstressed syllables: 
 ִֽמָמ יָֽנֲע הַֽפַי רֲעֹֽקב  Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
 ַֽפָס ַֽמוֹּֽר־תֶא רִֽי עַבֵֽאָרְשׂל  indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel? 
Again, this cannot be viewed as a deciding factor in the textual criticism of the 
passage, especially since a reading such as תַעַבְרֻתּ (with the feminine ending) for the 
problematic phrase would create much the same metrical effect. Nevertheless, the 
certainty of the emendations previously proposed is slightly diminished. 
More persuasive is the alliteration of the two words רַפֲע and עַֹבר. Each 
possesses two identical root consonants, ר and ע, and each word’s remaining root 
consonant is a bilabial, unvoiced and voiced respectively. These consonants resonate 
elsewhere in the couplet as well, in the words ֹבקֲעַי, רָפְּסִמוּ, and לֵאָרְשִׂי, but the key 
players are the two parallel terms under scrutiny here. While the reading עברת)ת(  for 
עַֹבר־תֶא does not eliminate this alliterative scheme, it does obscure it to some degree. 
In any event, the intense scrutiny of the phrase עַֹבר־תֶא with an interest solely 
in determining whether and how to emend the text has distracted from another 
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perspective on this matter, namely, that of style-switching. Rendsburg approached the 
matter with this in mind, and focused not on how cognate languages inform our textual 
criticism of the passage, but rather on how they reflect a connection between the word 
עַֹבר, a hapax legomenon whether or not it is emended, and a term more commonly 
attested in Aramaic, as well as in Akkadian and Arabic.108 Thus, he saw the term in 
Balaam’s oracle as yet another Aramaic-like feature, incorporated in order to lend a 
specific dialectal character to the speech of the Aramean prophet. Recognition of this 
layer of import in the phrase עַֹבר־תֶא enables a clear and unforced reading of עַֹבר as 
“dust-cloud,” parallel to רַפֲע “dust” in the previous colon. The dialectal significance of 
the phrase remains unaffected by one’s preference about how to evaluate the text 
itself. Consequently, this aspect can and should be incorporated comfortably into the 
relevant scholarship, regardless of which textual approach is adopted. 
Num 23:10: םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ 
This phrase occurs in the final verse of the first oracle, Num 23:10, which is 
comprised of two couplets: 
 ִ֤מ֙הָנָמ יַ֣פֲע ֹ֔קֲעַי רב  Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
 ָ֖פְּסִמוֹּ֣ר־תֶא רֵ֑אָרְשִׂי עַבל  indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel?109 
 ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die môt ` yəšārîm, 
 וִּ֥הְתִ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my 'ah9ărît ` be like him/it.110 
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The superficial meaning of the phrase םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ appears plain enough: “death 
of the upright.” However, the expression has proved remarkably perplexing in its 
larger context, primarily due to the opacity of the connection between the final couplet 
of the oracle and the material that precedes it.111 Some scholars, such as Martin Noth, 
have been so troubled by this apparent non sequitur that they felt they had no choice 
but to excise this bicolon from the “original” poem, identifying it as a late addition.112 
Noth stated that the couplet must be interpreted as a comparison between Balaam 
himself and Jacob/Israel, particularly on the basis of the pronominal suffix that 
concludes the final colon, which “can, as the text now stands, refer only to 
Jacob/Israel.”113 But he continued as follows: 
The speaker can, it is true, speak of his own ‘death’ and ‘end’; but a 
comparison with Israel in this respect is completely out of place. Nor is 
the difficulty exactly removed by regarding these concluding lines as a 
later addition, a theory that is supported by the fact that they fall 
outside the framework of the two groups of 3:3 lines (vv. 7b, 8 and 9, 
10a) and, with their personal reference, appear strange in the context of 
the discourse. However, it is more likely that a later hand has expanded 
the discourse by the addition of these unsuitable concluding lines than 
that the original discourse contained this strange coda.114 
One alternative to this interpretation is the suggestion made first by 
Nah9manides, and adopted later by scholars such as A. Dillmann.115 This reading aims 
to ameliorate the difficulty of the final lines of the poem by seeing in the word םיִרָשְׁי a 
more direct connection to Jacob/Israel, specifically, a wordplay on Israel’s appellation 
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ןוּרֻשְׁי, well known from Deut 32:15; Deut 33:5, 26; and Isa 44:2. More drastic is the 
approach of Arnold B. Ehrlich, whose reading of the entire pericope is replete with 
emendations, including the reading ןוּרֻשְׁי for םיִרָשְׁי in the present verse.116 
G. B. Gray demonstrated rather a greater sensitivity to layers of meaning in the 
phrase in question. Although he saw in the phrase םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ a direct reference to 
Jacob/Israel, thus interpreting the expression as “the death of the individual true 
Israelites,” he also recognized a more general level on which it may be interpreted, 
observing that “at the same time ‘the death of the upright’ expresses its own proper 
meaning, a death not premature or violent but peaceful and in good old age.”117 Gray’s 
willingness to allow for ambiguity and multiplicity of meaning in the text is to be 
commended. Moreover, as Menahem Kister astutely observed, Targum Onqelos 
beautifully captures this precise double-meaning with its translation, albeit slightly 
imprecise, of the entire phrase in question as מָתוֹאְדּ ַקִשּׁטיִהוֹי  “the death of his [i.e., 
Jacob/Israel’s] upright.”118 
Albright preferred to read this word as םרשי, stating that the “mem is probably 
enclitic, and not the sign of the plural….”119 This suggestion derives from his belief 
that there is no reason to see in the word ְיָשִׁרםי  a reference to Israel: “There is no 
reason to suppose that Israel is compared to the just man or men mentioned here; it 
seems to me that we have a misunderstood oath: Balaam declares that he is ready to 
die if his blessing is not fulfilled.”120 Whether this oath was first “misunderstood” in 
biblical, Masoretic, or modern times, Albright did not specify. 
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Unsatisfied with prior attempts to reckon with the Hebrew text as it stands, 
Loewenstamm turned instead to the ancient versions, drawing on a parallel from Pr 
14:32.121 The Hebrew text of this verse reads: 
 ְֽ֭בֶּ֣חָדִּי וֹתָעָרָ֑שָׁר הע  In his wickedness the wicked (one) is thrust down, 
 ֶ֖סֹחְו֣תוֹמְב ה׃קי ִֽדַּצ וֹ  but in his death the righteous (one) seeks refuge. 
After reviewing various medieval and modern approaches to the obscure and 
challenging phrase וֹתוֹמְב הֶסֹחְו, Loewenstamm pointed out the LXX reading:122 
e0n kaki/a| au0tou= a)pwsqh&setai a)sebh&v, 
o( de\ pepoiqw_v th|~ e9autou= o(sio&thti di/kaiov. 
In his wickedness the impious is cast down, 
but by his self-discipline the upright is sanctified. 
According to Loewenstamm, the phrase o( de\ pepoiqw_v th|~ e9autou= o(sio&thti appears 
to have derived from an original Hebrew text in which the phrase in question read 
instead מתב הסחוו  “seeks refuge in his perfection.”123 He went on to note the various 
places in the Bible where collocations of the roots םמת and ישׁר  occur.124 On this basis, 
he read תוֹמ יִשְׁפַנ תֹמָתּ in Num 23:10 as םת ישפנ םתת, the latter having been changed 
“during the period of the Second Temple…perhaps by a simply mistake of the copyist, 
but more likely…in accordance with talmudic tradition, as a hint at the world to 
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come.”125 Thus, he concluded that “it seems reasonable to conjecture that the original 
form of this passage [Num 23:10cd] is: והמכ יתירחא יהתו םרשי םת ישפנ םתת. ‘May I 
attain the perfection of Yeshurun and may my future be like his’.”126 
Most recently, Levine maintained the validity of the Masoretic text, by seeking 
to interpret the word ְיָשִׁרםי  within the context of the oracle as a whole. According to 
Levine, the oracle’s overall theme is militaristic: Israel is identified as a people that is 
“destined to conquer its land unsupported by allies” (Num 23:9);127 we encounter a 
description of “the vast extent of the terrain occupied by the Israelite army, as 
observed by Balaam from the heights” (Num 23:9ab, 10ab);128 and so on. With this in 
mind, Levine proceeded to point out the biblical passages in which ְיָשִׁרםי  presents a 
similar connotation: 
Indeed, yešārîm is synonymous with gibbôr “hero, warrior” in Psalm 
112:2: “His seed shall be a warrior in the land (gibbôr bā'āres 9); a 
blessed generation of heroes” (dôr yešārîm yebōrāk). It is reasonable to 
suppose that Sēper Hayyāšār, a collection of heroic epics cited in 
Joshua 10:13 and 2 Samuel 1:18, expresses such heroism, as does the 
ancient name for Israel, Yešurûn (Deut 33:5, 26).129 
Levine offered the English adjective “valiant” as an appropriate equivalent, in the 
sense that it captures the heroic aspect of the term ישׁר , as well as the literal sense of 
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“uprightness.”130 Levine saw this couplet as an expression of Balaam’s feeling of 
identification with the “stalwart Israelites,”131 and thus translated the couplet as “May 
I die the death of the valiant, and let my afterlife be as his!”132 
The variety of approaches to the phrase םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ attests to its interpretive 
difficulty. A solution has been provided, however, by Kister in his study of the curse 
formulae in two Aramaic tomb inscriptions from Nerab.133 These 7th-century-BCE 
inscriptions present a clear parallel not only to the phrase in question, but to the entire 
couplet that closes Balaam’s first oracle. 
Each of the two inscriptions possesses the obligatory curse formula directed at 
the would-be desecrator of the tomb. Nerab I:2–4 reads as follows:134 
  ךשנו לכנו שמשו רהש…  May Sahar, Shamash, Nikkal, and Nusk… 
 … ךולטכי החל תומ  …cause you to die an evil death, 
 ךערז ודבאהיו and cause your seed to perish. 
Similarly, Nerab II:2–4 says: 
 ךשנו לכנו רהש May Sahar, Nikkal, and Nusk 
 התתממ ושאבהי make his death evil, 
 דבאת התרחאו and may his 'ah9ărît ` perish.135 
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The parallels between the two inscriptions themselves are readily apparent, and 
demonstrate that an established curse formula was employed in both cases. In the first 
component of the curse, the gods are invoked to render the desecrator’s death “evil.” 
This is expressed by means of the adjective החל in the first inscription, while in the 
second it is embedded in the verb itself, the root of which is שאב/שוב/שיב. 
In his examination of the phrase החל תומ from Nerab I:3, as well as similar 
expressions such as השיב התומ and שיב ףוס that occur across a wide array of Second 
Temple literature (such as Targum Psalms to Ps 34:22; compare non-Aramaic sources 
such as the LXX, Ben Sira, Jubilees, etc.),136 Kister concluded that “‘evil death’ is the 
death of evil people,”137 namely, a premature, unnatural, and/or violent death. Hence 
his interpretation of the opposite expression בט היפוס, a frequently occurring blessing 
for living people in the Cairo Geniza: “The most plausible sense of the blessing ‘good 
end’ for living people is the wish that death will reach them after a good and long life, 
having been survived by posterity (etc.); ‘evil end’ will be the opposite.”138 
Kister proceeded to point out the striking similarity between the two Aramaic 
curses and the wording of Num 23:10cd:139 
 ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die môt ` yəšārîm, 
 ִ֥הְתוִּ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my 'ah9ărît ` be like him/it.140 
Taken against the background of the Nerab inscriptions, it is plain to see that the 
phrase םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ in this verse is an antithetical equivalent to החל תומ in Nerab I:3, in 
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much the same fashion as the Geniza expression בט היפוס. Indeed, as Kister pointed 
out,141 this opposition is reflected already in Targum Neofiti to this verse: 
…ארשי היתי ןילטק ןא התובנ לתמב םעלב רמא םעלב אוה רשבמ הברחב ל
 היפוס יוהית ייוול ןיטישק ןיתומ םעלב תיימ ןא םרב יתאד אמלעל קלוח היל תילד
׃ןוהבד הריעזכ התירחא יוהית יוולא142  
…Balaam said in his prophetic oracle: If Israel were to kill him with 
the sword, Balaam himself proclaims that he would not have a portion 
in the world to come; but if Balaam dies a virtuous death (lit. “upright 
deaths”), would that his end, would that his 'ah9ărît `, were like (that of) 
the small(est) that is among them. 
Clearly, “death by the sword” and “upright death” are diametric opposites here. This 
idea is confirmed in B. Sanhedrin 69a, where môt ` yəšārîm is explained by way of the 
statement ןמצע תתימ ותומי “they shall die a death of themselves,” that is, a natural 
death, “in contradistinction to ‘dying by the sword’….”143 In addition, such a view 
comports with the understanding of Gray, mentioned above, that an “upright death” is 
“a death not premature or violent but peaceful and in good old age.”144 Note also that 
the phrase ןיטישק ןיתומ in this passage may present a helpful analogue for the 
otherwise rather inexplicable plurality of the word םיִרָשְׁי in Num 23:10c. 
Thus, on this basis Kister argued that the MT clearly is correct and not in need 
of emendation.145 It is this deduction that has prompted Rendsburg’s identification of 
the phrase םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ as another Aramaic-like feature used here to indicate the 
Aramean origin of the prophet Balaam.146 Although, as Rendsburg noted, “admittedly 
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this expression is not found in Aramaic sources,”147 it nevertheless represents a clear 
parallel, albeit an antonymic one, to expressions known from elsewhere, in particular 
the Aramaic Nerab inscriptions. 
Indeed, this perspective is bolstered by the fact that the entire concluding 
couplet of Balaam’s first oracle has a clear relationship to the formulaic curse attested 
at Nerab. This relationship is solidified further by a careful examination of the second 
portion of the formula. In the curse from Nerab, the final component extends the 
curse’s effect to the desecrator’s progeny, expressed by ערז in the first inscription and, 
notably, by תרחא in the second. Based on these two inscriptions, Kister observed, 
notwithstanding the Ugaritic term u 'h}ryt “destiny, final destiny,”148 that these two 
inscriptions demonstrate that the word תרחא also can exhibit specifically the meaning 
“posterity.”149 L. Elliott Binns already offered this perspective, stating with regard to 
the word יִתיִרֲחַא in Num 23:10: “I am disposed to think…that it should be taken as a 
reference to the prophet’s posterity, as this exact usage is found in a seventh century 
Aramaic inscription found at Nērab….”150 His view derived from the interpretation of 
G. A. Cooke, who read the Nerab inscription in like fashion,151 particularly on the 
basis of several Nabataean inscriptions that use the root רחא with this sense, including 
the following example: 
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רב וליהכ רב ודיע דבע יד אברק הנד 
 הרחאו הדליו ושפמל יסכלא…152  
This is the tomb that vYDW son of KHYLW son of  
'LKSY made for himself and his children and his posterity… 
(NSI 79 1–2) 
More than a simple retranslation of יִתיִרֲחַא in Num 23:10, however, this 
interpretation sheds light on an issue that has troubled commentators for centuries, 
namely, how this final couplet is connected to the immediately preceding material. 
The parallel structure evident in both the Nerab curse and Num 23:10cd suggests that 
we should understand the second colon of each respective couplet as following 
naturally upon the first colon. That is to say, with regard to the Nerab inscriptions, that 
an integral part of מהחל תו  is the destruction of the desecrator’s posterity—whether 
ערז or תרחא. Naturally, therefore, it follows that in Balaam’s oracle, concomitant with 
םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ is that his תיִרֲחַא will be ֹמָכּוּה . The final word of the oracle must be 
interpreted as the antithesis of the words ודבאהי (Nerab I:4) and דבאת (Nerab II:4) 
from the tomb inscriptions; namely, rather than Balaam’s posterity being destroyed, it 
will be multiplied. 
This observation allows us to eliminate an unresolved grammatical issue that 
has persisted in prior readings of the couplet from Numbers. The colon  יִתיִרֲחַא יִהְתוּ
ֹמָכּוּה  universally has been glossed, with a certain unseemly elasticity, as “And may my 
'ah9ărît ` be like his.” The closing pronoun is seen as a reference to ִרָשְׁיםי  in the previous 
colon (this term’s plurality notwithstanding). Technically this is untenable, however, 
since the final word should be rendered not as “like his” but as “like him.” On the 
other hand, if we read יִתיִרֲחַא not as “my future” or “my fate,” but rather as “my 
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posterity,” it becomes quite clear that the final pronominal suffix refers not to םיִרָשְׁי, 
but to רַפֲע // עַֹבר of the previous couplet. These two parallel terms are use with the 
express purpose of describing the abundance of the people of Jacob/Israel, and thus 
represent the most natural antecedents for the pronoun in the final colon, whose 
general sense, as described above, is that Balaam’s 'ah9ărît ` will be similarly 
numerous.153 
Thus, the final couplet expresses Balaam’s admiration for the profusion of the 
Israelite people, by means of a formulaic blessing invoked by the prophet upon 
himself. In recognizing the deliberate use of the phrase םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ as a means of 
recalling standardized Aramaic expressions such as those in the Nerab tomb 
inscriptions, we may now translate the verse from Numbers as follows: 
 ִ֤מ֙הָנָמ יַ֣פֲע ֹ֔קֲעַי רב  Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
 ָ֖פְּסִמוֹּ֣ר־תֶא רֵ֑אָרְשִׂי עַבל  indeed, number154 the dust-cloud of Israel? 
 ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die an upright death, 
 ִ֥הְתוִּ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the  
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel). 
While most of my interpretive discussion will be undertaken elsewhere, I take 
this opportunity to address such a matter stemming from the present philological 
examination. To be sure, there is nothing in this oracle to contradict Levine’s military 
interpretation. Indeed, Moab and Balaq already have called attention the Israelites’ 
numbers as a looming threat in Num 22:4–5:  ֹךְחְלִכּ וּניֵֹתביִבְס־לָכּ־תֶא לָהָקַּה וּכֲחַלְי הָתַּע
הֶדָשַּׂה קֶרֶי תֵא רוֹשַּׁה…יִלֻמִּמ בֵֹשׁי אוּהְו ץֶרָאָה ןיֵע־תֶא הָסִּכ הֵנִּה םִיַרְצִמִּמ אָצָי םַע הֵנִּה  “Now the 
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throng will lick up everything around us, as the ox licks up the grass of the field. … 
Behold, a people has come out from Egypt; behold, it has covered the eye of the 
land,155 and it sits opposite me.” But these statements are not expressly militaristic in 
nature, focusing instead on the sheer magnitude and consumptive force of the 
people.156 
Moreover, the plain sense of Balaam’s first poem expresses admiration, not 
wariness, at the multitude of Israel. Indeed, this admiration is capped by the prophet’s 
statement of personal identification with Israel in the final couplet. The intent of this 
couplet thereby becomes clear: far from a jarring and decontextualized first-person 
“coda,” to use Noth’s term,157 this pair of cola situates Balaam, so to speak, squarely 
in the heart of the Israelite camp. This open statement of personal affinity contrasts 
directly with Balaq’s trepidatious reaction to the abundance of Israelites, and thus 
establishes from the first a clear opposition between his words and Balaq’s wishes. 
Such opposition is demonstrated all the more clearly by Balaam’s inversion of a 
recognizable curse formula, in direct violation of Balaq’s instructions. Note the king’s 
response to this oracle in Num 23:11: ֵרָב ָתְּכַרֵבּ הֵנִּהְו ךָיִתְּחַקְל יַבְיֹא ֹבקָל יִל ָתיִשָׂע הֶמךְ  
“What have you done to me? Behold, to curse my enemies I summoned you, and 
behold, you have blessed them greatly.” 
Num 23:18: ָעַדי  
The phrase יַדָע ןיִזֲאַה traditionally has been interpreted as a verb–preposition 
collocation meaning “give ear to me.” This particular collocation is highly unusual, 
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however, as the data presented below will indicate. Consequently, the word יַדָע has 
drawn considerable scholarly attention, frequently resulting in the suggestion that the 
word in question is to be read not as a preposition, but rather as a noun meaning 
variously “my testimonies,” “my warnings,” etc. The evidence offered in support of 
such a reading will be presented below. Meanwhile, however, it is pertinent for our 
purposes to note that one of the central components of this evidence is the Aramaic 
term ןדע (construct ידע; determined אידע) from the Sefire treaties, which is offered as a 
cognate to the term in question in our Numbers passage. Rendsburg argued that this 
connection to the Aramean sphere marks the term יַדָע in Num 23:18 as yet another 
example of the author’s deliberate use of dialect, in order to simulate the language of 
the Aramean prophet Balaam.158 Thus, the appropriateness of the term’s inclusion in 
this chapter is clear. 
The following statistical data illustrate the peculiarity of this preposition, as the 
traditional reading understands the term, in its present context.159 Of all 41 biblical 
attestations of ןיִזֲאַה, 15 (or 37 percent) are not followed by an object, as in  םֶהָל םִיַנְזָא
וּניִזֲאַי ֹאלְו “they have ears, but they do not listen” (Ps 135:17). In 15 of the 26 cases 
where an object does occur (thus another 37 percent of the total), it appears without 
any preposition, as in הָוהְי הָניִזֲאַה יַרָמֲא “heed my words, Yahweh” (Ps 5:1). Thus it is 
only in about one quarter of the occurrences of this verb (11 of the 41 total 
attestations, or 27 percent) that any preposition is used. Within these cases, the usual 
prepositions are -ְל and ֶאל  (four attestations each). The preposition ֶאל  tends to be used 
when the object is represented by a suffixed pronoun (three out of four cases), as in 
םֶכיֵלֲא ןיִזֱאֶה ֹאלְו “but he did not listen to you” (Deut 1:45); while -ְל tends to appear 
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with explicit nouns (also three out of four cases), as in י ָֽלִּמ לוֹקְל הָניִזֲאַה “listen to the 
voice of my words” (Job 34:16). The verb also appears once (Prov. 17:4) with the 
preposition ַעל , in the phrase יִזֵמ רֶקֶשְׁל־לַע ןֹוַּה ןוֹשׁת  “a liar hearkens to a mischievous 
tongue,” probably to achieve a close parallel with the previous colon, although one 
also may interpret this instance as a result of the interchange between ֶאל  and ַעל  
exhibited in Israelian Hebrew under the influence of Aramaic.160 
Aside from Num 23:18, the verb–preposition combination ןיִזֲאַה plus ַעד  occurs 
only once elsewhere in the Bible, in Job 32:11: 
 ֵ֤הַ֨חוֹה ןֶ֗כיֵרְבִד ְֽל יִתְּלם  Behold, I waited for your speeches; 
 ָ֭א֥בְתּ־דַע ןיִזֶ֑כיֵת ֹֽנוּם  I gave ear to your insights, 
 ֥רְקְחַתּ־ד ַֽע׃ןי ִֽלִּמ ןוּ  while you considered (your) words. 
This verse in Job exhibits a poetic pattern into which the use of this preposition fits 
nicely: immediately following the colon in question appear two more cola in each of 
which the preposition ַעד  appears. Thus, one may at least partially explain the Jobian 
author’s use of this unusual word on formal grounds. Such an explanation is lacking in 
the Numbers passage. Moreover, whereas in Num 23:18 the object of the preposition 
is the person speaking, in Job 32:11 the things spoken occupy this grammatical 
position.161 Notwithstanding these differences between the two contexts, however, if 
one prefers to see the word ַעד  in our passage as a preposition, this parallel in Job, a 
book known to be replete with Aramaic-like features, is particularly significant. 
With regard to the alternative reading of יַדָע, that is, as a noun (whether 
singular or plural) plus first-person common singular possessive suffix, the initial 
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impetus in modern scholarship for this interpretation derives from two ancient 
versions, the Septuagint and Peshit [ta, whose renderings of the colon in question 
diverge from the MT as follows:162 
MT: ִצ וֹנְבּ יַדָע הָניִזֲאַהרֹפּ  
LXX: e0nw&sitai ma&rtuv, ui9o\v Sepfwr 
Peshit [ta:  	
	    (ws 9wt lšhdwty br s9pwr) 
On the basis of the Greek word ma&rtuv and the Syriac word šhdwt, Albright 
suggested a simple emendation of the MT vocalization from יַדָע to יִדֵע.163 Later, 
Gevirtz tacitly acknowledged at least the possibility that Albright’s suggestion was 
correct.164 
Upon the discovery of the Aramaic treaty inscriptions from Sefire, however, 
the scholars studying these texts were able to invoke a second piece of evidence in 
support of a nominal reading of יַדָע in our biblical passage.165 Throughout these 
inscriptions, the term ןדע (in the plural; construct ידע, determined אידע) appears 
repeatedly. The opening sequence of the first stele, for example, begins as follows: 
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̇ךלמ ךמסרתע רב לאעתמ םע ךתכ ךל̇מ היאגרב יד̇ע] ו דפראע[  
̇אגרב ינב ינב ידעו לאעתמ ינב םע היאגרב ינב י̇ד]רקעו הי[  
 םע ךתכ ידעו דפרא ךלמ ךמסרתע רב לאעתמ רקע םע ה]ירע[  
 ידעו דפרא ילעב י̇רע םע ךתכ ילעב ידעו דפרא…  
The treaty of Bar-Ga'ya King of KTK with MTv'L son of vTRSMK 
King of [Arpad; and the tre]aty of the sons of Bar-Ga'ya with the sons 
of MTv'L; and the treaty of the grandsons of Bar-Ga'[ya and] his 
[posterity] with the posterity of MTv'L son of vTRSMK king of Arpad; 
and the treaty of KTK with [the cities of] Arpad; and the treaty of the 
lords of KTK with the cities of the lords of Arpad; and the treaty of… 
(Sefire I A 1–4)166 
M. André Dupont-Sommer was the first to identify a relationship between the 
Sefire texts and Num 23:18. In the notes to his edition of Stele I, he remarked as 
follows regarding the word ידע: “…le contexte rend son sens tout à fait sûr: «pactes, 
conventions, traité». …Peut-être est il à reconnaître dans Nombres, XXIII, 18, où le mot 
יַדָע, qui est resté jusqu’ici inexpliqué, pourrait être considéré comme un nom 
complement du verbe הניזאה: «prête l’oreille à mes engagements (?)».”167 
More recently, Morag expanded on Dupont-Sommer’s brief statement, 
devoting considerable attention to the justification of a nominal reading of our word in 
Num 23:18.168 He saw in the term יַדָע “ ניכ תדומצ יוביר תרוצ דיחיה לש רבדמה יו*׳דָע׳ , ןמ
 ׳דוע׳ שרושה—הרהזא ירבד׳ עמשמב םצע־םש  ,׳הארתה .”169 He drew this particular 
semantic sense primarily from biblical passages where related verbal forms imply it, 
as in the following:170 
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ֹ֧ יַּוָ֛לֵא רֶמאָ֖דוּהְי ויֹ֑מאֵל ה רֵ֣עָה֣ ֵ ָ֣ ֵ ָ֣ ֵ ָדֵה ֩דִעָ֨בּ ִ֤אָה וּנ֙רֹמאֵל שׁי֣אְרִת־א ֹֽ ל ַ֔נָפ וִּ֖תְּלִבּ יֶ֥כיִחֲא י ם
׃ם ֶֽכְתִּא 
And Judah said to them (saying), “The man protested greatly to us, 
saying, ‘Do not look upon my face without your brother with you.’”  
(Gen 43:3) 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙הָוהְי רֶמאֶ֔שֹׁמ־לֶא ֵ֖ר ה דֵ֣עָה֣ ֵ ָ֣ ֵ ָ֣ ֵ ָדָ֑עָבּ ֤סְרֶהֶי־ןֶפּ ם֙הָוהְי־לֶא וּ֔אְרִל ַ֥פָנְו תוֶֹ֖מִּמ ל׃ב ָֽר וּנּ  
And Yahweh said to Moses, “Go down (and) testify to the people, lest 
they break through to Yahweh to see, and many among them fall.”  
(Exod 19:21) 
In order to connect such supporting evidence more closely with Balaam himself, he 
also cited instances where such verbs are used of prophets:171 
֣ ָיַּו֣ ָ ַ֣ ָ ַ֣ ָ ַדַַַַעָ֡והְי ֵ֣אָרְשִׂיְבּ הָ֡דוּהיִבוּ ל֩דַיְבּ ה  ו֨איבנ־לָכּ]׳ק :י ֵ֨איִבְנ [ֶ֜זֹח־לָכֹ֗מאֵל הֻ֩֝שׁ ר וּב
ֶ֤כיֵכְרַדִּמ֙םיִעָר ָֽה ם֙וּרְמִשְׁו ַ֣תוְֹצִמ ַ֔תוֹקֻּח יי ָ֨כְכָּ֔רוֹתַּה־לֶ֥שֲׁא הִ֖וִּצ רֶ֑כיֵת ֹֽבֲא־תֶא יִתים ֙רֶשֲׁא ַֽו 
ַ֣לָשֶׁ֔כיֵלֲא יִתְּחַ֖יְבּ םַ֥דָבֲע ד׃םי ִֽאיִבְנַּה י  
And Yahweh testified in Israel and Judah by the hand of all the 
prophets of every seer, saying, “Return from your evil ways, and keep 
my commandments and laws, according to the whole Torah that I 
commanded your fathers and that I sent to you by the hand of my 
servants the prophets.” 
(2 Kgs 17:13) 
ֹ֤שְׁמִתַּו֙םֶהיֵלֲע ךְִ֣נָשׁ ֔בַּר םי תוָֹ֨תַּוָ֨ ַָ֨ ַָ֨ ַדַַַַעָ֧בּ  ם֛ךֲָחוּרְבֶּ֖איִבְנ־דַיְבּ ֹ֣ לְו ךָיִ֑זֱאֶה אֵ֔נְתִּתּ ַֽו וּניַ֖יְבּ ם ד
ֵ֥מַּע׃ת ֹֽצָרֲאָה י  
And you bore with them for many years, and testified to them by your 
spirit by the hand of your prophets, and they did not listen, and you 
gave them into the hand of the peoples of the earth.  
(Neh 9:30) 
Finally, Rendsburg provided a concise summation of the relevant biblical data, 
which serves as the underpinning for the argument being presented here.172 He called 
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specific attention to the rarity of the verb–preposition combination attested here, and 
pointed out the grammatical distinction between the phrase in Numbers and the lone 
parallel in Job 32:11, where the object of the preposition is not the speaker, but rather 
the object םֶכיֵתוֹנוּבְת.173 As a result, he recalled Morag’s earlier hypothesis: “[D]ue 
consideration should be given to the suggestion that יַדָע here means ‘my warnings,’ 
closely related to the noun ידע ‘covenant, testimony’ in the Sefire treaties…if this 
interpretation is correct, then we have here another striking Aramaic-style usage in the 
Balaam oracles.”174 This final observation, which points up the connection between 
the biblical expression and the inscriptions from Sefire, is the centerpiece of 
Rendsburg’s argument, and the most salient element in the context of the present 
study. The philological link between Balaam’s words and the Aramean linguistic 
sphere reveals the biblical author’s deliberate use of specific dialectal features to 
recreate the Aramean figure’s distinctive speech. 
On the other hand, some scholars have rejected the notion of a nominal reading 
of our word in Num 23:18, and spoken in support of retaining the prepositional 
reading of יַדָע. Moshe Parnas expressed this preference, first by citing the one other 
biblical instance of ַהֲאִזןי  plus ַעד  (Job 32:11) as corroboration of the collocation’s 
validity in Numbers, and then by offering a contextual argument for reading יַדָע as a 
preposition: “ עלב ךרבש הכרבה תלאשב קסוע ןודינה קוספה חתופ ותוא עטקה לארשי תא ם
ןיב תירב יסחי ןיינעב אלו קלבל םעלב… .”175 This statement derives from the view, 
expounded in Parnas’s article, that one must maintain a strict adherence to the 
technical usage of the Hebrew cognates to Aramaic ןדע (ידע, אידע). 
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Although Cohen did not specifically address the possibility of reading יַדָע as a 
noun in Num 23:18, he similarly emphasized the technical definition of the term from 
Sefire in order to dismiss the general notion of its connection to “other similarly 
written Hebrew substantives (such as הדע, דע, and דעות ).”176 He demonstrated the 
presence of the Sefire term in BH beyond any doubt, most notably in Isa 33:8, where 
MT םיִרָע almost beyond any doubt should be replaced with םיִדָע, as confirmed also by 
the complete Isaiah scroll from Qumran (1QIsaa).177 But by and large, his thinking ran 
as follows: 
That Akkadian adû (and hence also Aramaic ןדע) is not a generic term 
for “treaty” but rather a technical term for “vassal treaty” has been 
noted several times…. [One] source of this misunderstanding would 
appear to be…the unfortunate tendency of some scholars “for 
convenience” to render adû with “treaty”…. Most of the comparisons 
between Akkadian adû, Aramaic ןדע and Hebrew תודע “testimony” and 
related terms have been based on this incorrect translation and must be 
abandoned.178 
Clearly, this view applies by extension also to our verse in Numbers, since a nominal 
reading of יַדָע here is predicated on the very connection regarding which Cohen 
cautioned his readers. 
The most recent statement in support of the prepositional reading of יַדָע is that 
of Levine.179 He explained the remarkable character of the word in Num 23:18 by 
arguing that this is merely an example of the interchange of the prepositions ֶאל  and 
ַעד , a phenomenon attested elsewhere in the Bible. That is to say, while ֲאַהִזןי ֶאל…  
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might be the more readily expected expression, the perfectly legitimate alternative 
collocation ֲאַהִזןי ַעד…  should not come as a complete surprise in this instance. 
Moreover, like Parnas, Levine posited on the basis of the larger context in the 
Numbers passage that the sense of “sworn admonition” suggested by Morag in the 
latter’s nominal interpretation of the word יַדָע is inappropriate here, and thus the 
nominal approach is to be abandoned.  180  
None of these arguments for retaining the traditional prepositional reading in 
this verse is ironclad, however. As noted above, the lone biblical parallel (Job 32:11) 
to the peculiar verb–preposition collocation found in Num 23:18, which Parnas 
offered as corroborative support for the prepositional reading, itself exhibits formal 
and grammatical characteristics that distinguish it from the Numbers attestation.181 
Levine’s discussion of ֶאל – ַעד  interchange, supported by several variant examples of a 
single expression involving the root שׁוב  (Joel 2:12: יַדָע וּבֻשׁ; Amos 4:8: יַדָע םֶתְּבַשׁ־ֹאלְו; 
Zech. 1:3 and Mal. 3:7: both יַלֵא וּבוּשׁ),182 highlights an important issue, but should not 
lead to a unilateral assumption of the same phenomenon in problematic situations such 
as the one encountered in Num 23:18. 
Indeed, both Parnas and Levine rightly emphasized the importance of 
interpreting יַדָע in a fashion that is suitable in its immediate context. Levine dismissed 
a nominal reading on the grounds that the adjurative sense of the term, as proposed 
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specifically by Morag,183 “would hardly suit the context of the present poem. Balaam 
is not threatening Balak with dire consequences, or with punishment for failure to 
heed his words, or do his bidding.”184 To be sure, I concur with Levine that Morag’s 
proposed sense of “warning” or “caution” is inappropriate here. This semantic quality, 
which Morag extrapolated from the various Hebrew verbs derived from the 
denominative root vwd,185 is possible but not, to my mind, explicitly required by the 
verbs’ context. Penetrating though it may be, however, Levine’s evaluation throws out 
the baby with the bathwater, by dismissing out of hand any possibility of a nominal 
reading on the basis of one scholar’s perceived semantic overreading. 
Parnas drew on the larger context in a similar fashion, rejecting a nominal 
reading on the basis of his semantic understanding of the word in question. He saw in 
Aramaic ןדע and its Hebrew cognates a technical term whose linguistic domain is 
limited to the political sphere, within which the characteristic language of treaties and 
similar documents naturally would occur. Cohen’s view, though more general, echoes 
that of Parnas and succinctly emphasizes that need for care in our assessment of the 
Aramaic term’s Hebrew equivalents. 
I believe this view is too restrictive, however, and would argue that the 
available philological and contextual evidence suggests rather a broader spectrum of 
meanings for the term(s) in question. Indeed, Cohen himself appears to have 
recognized this. On the one hand, he clearly stated, “[i]t is this lack of recognition that 
we are dealing here with a terminus technicus that has led many scholars to 
erroneously assume a connection with Hebrew תודע ‘testimony’ and related terms.”186 
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But on the other hand, he also acknowledged, with specific reference to the Akkadian 
term, that “[t]his is not to say that adû always means ‘vassal treaty,’ but rather that 
whenever adû refers to a formal treaty between two parties, it is used as the terminus 
technicus for ‘vassal treaty.’”187 Kaufman echoed Cohen’s view, by drawing together 
both the technical and the more “mundane” meanings of the term:188 “[i]n CAD, adû A 
and adû B should be taken as one word, as in AHw.”189  
Moreover, we may extrapolate Cohen’s statement to the Northwest Semitic 
cognates as well. A given borrowed word often is incorporated into its new language 
for the express purpose of filling a specific perceived lexical gap in this new language, 
and therefore will remain confined to this gap, rather than developing a whole range of 
semantic possibilities unattested in its parent language. Thus, it is plausible that the 
range of nuances associated with adû, a borrowed term in Akkadian meaning “treaty, 
oath,” in fact is present also in Aramaic and Hebrew. In short, the opinions of Parnas 
and Cohen notwithstanding, it is reasonable to hypothesize that the Hebrew terms in 
question here occupy the same semantic continuum, at one end of which is the 
technical term meaning “vassal treaty,” and at other points on which lie the various 
terms דֵע, תוּדֵע, etc. 
To be sure, a significant portion of the evidence marshaled here, while highly 
suggestive, is circumstantial. Nevertheless, the reading I propose, in the footsteps of 
those prior scholars who have suggested it, is entirely appropriate in context, without 
need of either a technical or a cautionary sense. Likewise, it appears to be the best fit 
for the statistical, semantic, and philological evidence, with the added advantage of 
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retaining the Masoretic vocalization. In sum, I concur with those who see in the word 
יַדָע in Num 23:18 a plural noun with a suffixed first-person common singular 
possessive pronoun, to be interpreted as a plurale tantum, that is, not as “my 
testimonies” but simply as “my testimony.”190 Both the form and the pronunciation 
call to mind the Aramean background of the speaker. Moreover, even if one dissents, 
preferring instead to read יַדָע here as the preposition ַעד  plus first-person common 
singular pronominal suffix, the connection with the Aramean linguistic sphere still 
stands based on the parallel in Job 32:11, wherein Aramaic-like features are to be 
expected. In fact, to go a step further, it is possible that the word יַדָע was chosen in 
Balaam’s second oracle specifically because it can be interpreted in two entirely 
different ways, both of which point to Balaam’s Arameanness. The very multiplicity 
of possible meanings for the term may serve in this way as a particularly elaborate 
style-switching feature.  
Num 23:23: שַׁחַנ 
As a verbal root, חנשׁ  occurs in the Bible several times. “In most of its 
occurrences in the corpus this verb has a pejorative meaning related to magic, a 
practice forbidden in ancient Israel.”191 For example, the following verse presents a 
law forbidding magic:192 
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ֹ֥ ל֖לְכֹאת אָ֑דַּה־לַע וֹּ֥ ל ם א֖שֲׁחַנְת֖ ֲ ַ ְ֖ ֲ ַ ְ֖ ֲ ַ ְוֹּ֥ לְו ׃וּנ ֵֽנוֹעְת א  
You shall not eat of the blood; you shall not augur, and you shall not 
enchant.  
(Lev 19:26)193 
Elsewhere, the term is used in 2 Kgs 17:17 to refer to the practice of magic as one of 
the sins of the northern kingdom: 
֠ ַֽוַיֶּ֤היֵנְבּ־תֶא וּריִבֲע֙םֶהיֵתוֹֽנְבּ־תֶאְו םֵ֔אָבּ ֥מְסְקִיַּו שִׁ֖מָסְק וּ םיֵ֑חַנְיַו֑ ֵ ַ ְ ַ֑ ֵ ַ ְ ַ֑ ֵ ַ ְ ַוּשׁ֗רְכַּמְת ִֽיַּו ֥שֲׂעַל וּ תוֹ
ַ֛רָהֵ֥ניֵעְבּ ע֖ ָוהְי י׃וֹֽסיִעְכַהְל ה  
And passed their sons and daughters through the fire, and divined 
divinations, and augured, and sold themselves to do evel in the eyes of 
Yahweh, to provoke him. 
Such practices also are associated with the sinful Judahite king Manasseh in 2 Kgs 
21:6:194 
ִ֤בֱעֶהְו֙וֹנְבּ־תֶא ריֵ֔אָבּ  ֵ֣נוֹעְו שׁ ןֵ֔חִנְוֵ֔ ִ ְ֔ ֵ ִ ְ֔ ֵ ִ ְשָׁ֥עְו ֖א הָשִֹׂ֑נעְדִּיְו בוָֹ֗בְּרִה םיֲעַל ה֥שַׂ֛רָה תוֵֹ֥ניֵעְבּ ע י
ָ֖והְי׃סי ִֽעְכַהְל ה  
And he passed his son through the fire, enchanted, augured, and dealt 
with ghost(s) and sorcerers; and he increased doing evil in the eyes of 
Yahweh, to provoke. 
In certain situations, however, the term is used without this pejorative sense. In 
Gen 30:27, Laban uses it when addressing Jacob:195 
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ֹ֤ יַּו֙ויָלֵא רֶמאָ֔בָל ָ֛נ־םִא ןָ֥צָמ אֵ֖ח יִתאֶ֑ניֵעְבּ ן ךָיַ֕חִנַ֕ ִ֕ ַ ִ֕ ַ ִיִתְּשִׁ ְִ ְִ ְֵ֥כֲרָבְיַו ָ֖והְי יִנ׃ךָ ֶֽלָלְגִבּ ה  
And Laban said to him, “Please, if I have found favor in your eyes: I 
have augured, and Yahweh has blessed me on your account.” 
And in 1 Kgs 20:33, the story involves an Aramean king and his court: 
֩םיִשָׁנֲאָהְו ֨שֲׁחַנְי֨ ֲ ַ ְ֨ ֲ ַ ְ֨ ֲ ַ ְוּ֜רֲהַמְי  ַֽו ֣טְלְחַיַּו וֶּ֗מִּמֲה וּ֙וּרְמא ֹֽ יַּו וּנִּ֣חָא ַ֔דֲה־ןֶב ךָיֹ֖ יַּו דֹ֣בּ רֶמאֻ֑חָק וּא וּה
ֵ֤צֵיַּו֙ויָלֵא אַ֔דֲה־ןֶבּ ֵ֖לֲעַיּ  ַֽו ד׃ה ָֽבָכְּרֶמַּה־לַע וּה  
And the men augured, and hastened and gathered what (came) from 
him; and they said, “Your brother Ben-Hadad.” And he said, “Come, 
bring him.” And Ben-Hadad came out to him, and he brought him up 
onto the chariot. 
Both passages exhibit decidedly Aramean settings. In the first, not only is the setting 
Harran in the region of Aram Naharaim (the same region whence Balaam hails), but 
the speaker, Laban, is himself an Aramean. Similarly, the verse from Kings describes 
the deliberation process of the Aramean courtiers. “In both cases the verb nh9š is used 
matter-of-factly by the Aramean characters to refer to their normal course in decision-
making.”196 That is to say, the pejorative sense is entirely absent.197 
Rendsburg concluded that the operative principle in these two instances is 
style-switching, whereby the distinctive speech (or, in the verse from Kings, thought) 
of Aramean characters is simulated by means of specific features, lexical and 
otherwise.198 To be sure, the term is used in two places, also without pejorative 
meaning, wherein style-switching cannot be the intent. Twice in Genesis 44, it is 
employed as a means of flavoring the story of Joseph’s exploits in Egypt:199 
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֣לֲהֶ֗ז אוֶֹ֨שֲׁא הֶ֤תְּשִׁי ר֙יִֹנדֲא ה֔בּ ֕הְו וֹ אוֵּ֥חַנ֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ֵַ֖חַנְי שׁ֖ ֵ ַ ְ֖ ֵ ַ ְ֖ ֵ ַ ְשׁ֑בּ ֶֹ֖תעֵרֲה וֶֹ֥שֲׁא ם׃ם ֶֽתיִשֲׂע ר  
“Is this not what my lord drinks, and even augurs by? You have 
committed evil by what you have done!”  
(Gen 44:5) 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙םֶהָל רֶמאֵ֔סוֹי ַה־ה ָֽמ ףֶ֥שֲׂעַמֶּ֖זַּה הֶ֣שֲׁא הֶ֑תיִשֲׂע ר֣לֲה םֶ֔תְּעַדְי אוֹ־י ִֽכּ םֵ֧חַנ֧ ֵ ַ֧ ֵ ַ֧ ֵ ֵַ֛חַנְי שׁ֛ ֵ ַ ְ֛ ֵ ַ ְ֛ ֵ ַ ְשִׁ֖א  שׁי
ֶ֥שֲׁא׃יִנ ֹֽמָכּ ר  
And Joseph said to them, “What deed is this that you have done? Did 
you not know that a man such as I can indeed augur?”  
(Gen 44:15) 
However, “in this case clearly the author’s attempt was to provide additional 
coloration to a story set in Egypt, a country well known for the magical praxes of its 
priest-magicians:”200 Thus, these instances are the exceptions that prove the rule, 
namely, that the non-pejorative usage of חנשׁ  in the Bible is to be ascribed to style-
switching. 
In Balaam’s oracles, however, the use of this root for purposes of style-
switching is taken one step further. In Num 23:23 we encounter not a verb from this 
root, but rather the noun שַׁחַנ. This is one of only two places in the Bible where this 
noun occurs with the meaning “magic, divination;” the other, unsurprisingly, also is in 
Sefer Bilvam, namely the plural form ָחְנםיִשׁ  in Num 24:1 (a prose portion of the 
pericope). In similar fashion to the majority of the root’s other uses in the Bible, in 
Balaam’s oracle the magical practice specified by this term is distanced from Israel: 
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 ִ֤כַּ֨נ־ֹאל י֙שַׁחֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  For there is no augury in Jacob, 
 ֶ֖ק־ֹאלְוֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבּ םֶסל  and no divination in Israel: 
 ֵ֗עָכֵּ֤מָאֵי תֹ֙בקֲעַיְל ר  At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob 
 ֵ֔אָרְשִׂיְלוָּ֖פּ־הַמ ל׃ל ֵֽא לַע  and to Israel what God has done. 
(Num 23:23) 
The best known cognate for the noun שַׁחַנ is found in Aramaic, as indicated by 
Michael Sokoloff.201 We even encounter a nominal usage in a first-millennium 
Aramaic inscription from Hatra: 
 ט אשחנב]באע [ל  As a good augury for 
 אירמ ורשנ איח the life of NŠRW, the master, 
 כפא]ל[אהלאד אבר א  the great sage of the god. 
(Hatra 67)202 
Thus, as recognized by Rendsburg,203 the use of the term שַׁחַנ in Num 23:23 is 
to be seen in similar fashion to the verbal usages of the same root in Gen 30:27 and 1 
Kgs 20:33, that is, as an instance of style-switching. Its appearance here serves to 
infuse Balaam’s poetic speech with a distinctly Aramaic-like quality. 
Num 23:23: לַעָפּ 
It is well known that the root לעפ is unusual in the language of the Bible, 
equivalent to the far more common SBH root השׂע “make, do.” In numerous 
publications, Rendsburg provided ample demonstration of its identity as an IH feature, 
particularly on the basis of its standard usage in Phoenician, where the root עשׂה  does 
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not occur at all.204 For our purposes, however, the complication lies in the extremely 
limited usage of the root פלע  in Aramaic, which attests a mere handful of relatively 
infrequent nominal forms, and in which the usual term for “make, do” is דבע.205 
Consequently, it is inappropriate to interpret the occurrence of the word לעפ in 
Balaam’s second oracle as a style-switching element, since it does not serve to 
highlight the speaker’s Aramean origin. 
What, then, are we to make of the appearance in this context of a verbal 
derivation from the root לעפ? I suggest that this usage of לעפ is to be seen as a setting-
switching element that calls attention to the story’s Transjordanian setting. I base this 
hypothesis on the remarkable parallel between the biblical expression in which this 
phrase occurs and a line occurring in the first Deir vAllā combination. The two texts 
read as follows: 
 ֵ֗עָכֵּ֤מָאֵי תֹ֙בקֲעַיְל ר  At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob 
 ֵ֔אָרְשִׂיְלוָּ֖פּ־הַמ ל׃ל ֵֽא לַע  and to Israel what God has done. 
(Num 23:23cd) 
 ןהלא תלעפ ואר וכלו Come, see the deeds of the 'ĕlāhīn!206  
(DAPT I:5) 
In addition to the connection between the divine terms ֵאל  and ןהלא, the very root 
under discussion here stands as another specific link between the texts, employed as a 
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verb in the biblical verse and as the substantive תלעפ in the line from the plaster 
inscription. Moreover, a broader consideration of the sense of the respective passages 
reveals other suggestive aspects. Whereas the biblical couplet, spoken by Balaam, 
describes the telling of God’s deeds to Jacob // Israel, the inscription demonstrates it 
by placing the act itself directly in Balaam’s mouth: he himself is entrusted with the 
“telling” of the deeds of the 'ĕlāhīn. In both cases, therefore, the statement in question 
occurs in Balaam’s direct speech, with a striking similarity of content between the two 
passages. 
Although the decidedly non-Aramaic character of the dialectal feature לעפ 
rules out the possibility of style-switching, the term stands as a specific lexical 
connection between the biblical material and the inscriptions from Deir vAllā, and thus 
works in tandem with the content conveyed in both contexts to provide a 
Transjordanian link emphasizing the foreign setting of the biblical text. Indeed, in 
addition to its relevance to the matter of setting-switching, this link warrants further 
consideration as a potential indicator of a direct—even overt—relationship between 
the biblical and extrabiblical Balaam literatures. This relationship would accord with 
the idea that the composition of Sefer Bilvam involved the incorporation of preexisting 
Gileadite traditions about Balaam, a hypothesis that I will continue to elaborate as this 
study progresses.207 
Num 24:1: םיִשָׁחְנ 
The noun שַׁחַנ occurs also in Balaam’s second oracle (Num 23:23), and has 
been discussed in that context above. The analysis offered there applies here as well, 
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with the additional note that in this instance the term occurs in the narrative voice, 
with specific reference to the actions of Balaam himself, and thus constitutes setting-
switching rather than style-switching. Indeed, we discover that Balaam has been 
practicing this form of divination all along ( ַעַפְכּםַעַפְבּ־ם ). 
Num 24:3 (2x), 4, 15 (2x), 16: םֻאְנ 
The vast majority of occurrences of this term in the Bible refer to divine 
utterances, the phrase םֻאְנ הָוהְי  or some variant thereof being attested frequently in the 
prophetic books. Two representative examples suffice as demonstration: 
 ֤בּ־רַאְשִׁנְו֙תלֵֹלוֹֽע וֹ  And grapes will be left in it, 
 ֹ֣נְכַּ֔ז ףֶקתִי  as around an olive tree; 
   ַ֧נְשָׁ֛שׁלְֹשׁ םִיִ֖רְגְּרַגּ הםי  two or three pieces  
 ֹ֣ רְבָּא שׁאִ֑מרי  high in the treetop, 
ָ֣עָבְּרַאָ֗שִּׁמֲח הֶ֨פִעְסִבּ הָ֙הי  four or five in its fruiting 
 ָ֔יִּר ֹֽפּה  branches: 
ָ֖והְי־םֻאְנֵ֥הלֱֹא ה׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי י  utterance of Yahweh, god of Israel. 
(Isa 17:6) 
 ִ֤כּ֙יִסְבַּכְתּ־םִא יֶ֔נַּבּ רֶת  Though you wash with lye 
 ָ֖ל־יִבְּרַתְוִֹ֑רבּ ךְתי  and hoard for yourself soap, 
 ָ֤תְּכִנ֙ךְֵנוֲֹע םַ֔נָפְל י  your iniquity is noted before me: 
 ֻ֖אְנָֹ֥נדֲא ם׃ה ִֽוהְי י  utterance of my lord Yahweh. 
(Jer 2:22) 
In a handful of places, however, the word is not associated with divinity, 
instead indicating human speech or, in one instance, that of a figuratively personified 
subject. The instances in the opening strophes of Balaam’s third and fourth oracles 
certainly fall into this category, as they identify the oracular recitations of the 
Aramean prophet. Elsewhere, the word occurs in association with a human speaker in 
the following places: 
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 ֵ֛אְוֵ֥רְבִדּ הֶלִּ֖וָד יִֹ֑נרֲח ַֽאָה דםי  And these are the last words of David: 
 ֻ֧אְנִ֣וָדּ םַ֗שִׁי־ןֶבּ די  Utterance of David son of Jesse, 
 ֻ֤אְנוֶּ֨גַּה ם֙רֶבֻ֣ה ָ֔ע םַקל  and utterance of the hero (whom) vAl208 raised up… 
(2 Sam 23:1abc) 
 ֵ֤רְבִדּי !ָא ֥גֶ֗קָי־ןִבּ רוּה  Words of Agur son of Yaqeh, 
 ַ֫מַּהָ֥שֻּׂ֣אְנ אַ֭ה םֵ֑איִתי ִֽאְל רֶבֶגּל  the prophecy, utterance of the hero to Itiel, 
 ִ֖אְלֵ֣איִתי׃ל ָֽכֻאְו ל  to Itiel and Ukhal. 
(Pr 30:1) 
Note also the metaphorical usage in Ps 36:2 (English: 36:1), where the term refers to 
the utterance of עַשֶׁפּ “iniquity” personified: 
 ֶ֣פּ־ם ֻֽאְנָ֭ל עַשֶׁ֣ק ְבּ עָשָׁרִ֑בִּל בֶרי  Utterance of iniquity to the wicked, within my 
heart: 
 ַ֥פּ־ןי ֵֽאֱ֝א דַחִ֗הלֹ ֶ֣נְל םי׃וי ָֽניֵע דֶג  There is no terror of Elohim before his eyes. 
Kaufman noted these instances of םֻאְנ in the context of his discussion of the 
Northwest Semitic dialects, intimating that they exhibit some dialectal significance.209 
But it was Rendsburg, followed by Yiyi Chen in the case of Pr 30:1, who specifically 
articulated the Israelian character of these three texts and, more specifically, of the use 
of םֻאְנ in reference to the speech of a non-divine subject.210 The so-called “last words 
of David” in 2 Sam 23:1–7 exhibit six Israelian features in a relatively short poetic 
section, two of which parallel Aramaic linguistic norms.211 Psalm 36, another rather 
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brief poem, exhibits four such features, all of which bear similarities to Aramaic 
specifically. Proverbs 30 records the words of Agur of Massa, to be located in the 
Syrian desert.212 
The result is that inner-biblical evidence provides ample support for 
interpreting this use of םֻאְנ in Balaam’s oracles as a feature connecting Balaam with a 
northern dialect-geographical domain, at least, and possibly with the Aramean sphere 
specifically. This more specific connection finds support in Cyrus H. Gordon’s 
etymological approach to the word םֻאְנ. A longstanding crux of Hebrew philology, 
this word is either noted but left unexplained or simply ignored altogether in the 
standard reference works.213 Gordon engaged the etymological question from the 
standpoint of cognate evidence, with remarkable results.214 
His approach related Hebrew םֻאְנ to Eblaite en-ma and Akkadian um-ma or en-
ma, the words in the latter languages commonly being glossed as “So says…” or the 
like, as in Eblaite en-ma Ib-ri-um sí-in en “So says Ibrium to the ruler…;”215 and in 
the several Akkadian examples culled by I. J. Gelb, including the standard epistolary 
formula en-ma PN1 a-na PN2 ki-bí-ma “So says PN1: Say to PN2….”216 Accordingly, 
Gordon based his hypothesis on the premise that the three terms, Hebrew, Eblaite, and 
Akkadian, represent orthographic realizations of an earlier Semitic vocable 
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pronounced */n9ma/, with vocalic /n9/ in the initial position. Vocalic consonants 
generally do not occupy appreciable space in discourse on the Semitic languages; but 
Gordon justified his approach by calling attention to the following illustrative 
examples of this phenomenon in English, another language with which it is not 
normally associated: 
“Little” is pronounced [litl @] where the first l is purely consonantal, 
whereas the second l is vocalic. …[N]ote m in “bottom” [botm9], n in 
“button” [butn9], and r in “butter” [butr[]. … The distinction between the 
consonantal and vocalic values of a sound can be phonemic. There is a 
difference in meaning between “week-end” which terminates in [-end] 
and “weakened” which terminates in [-n9d]. Otherwise the two words 
are identical in pronunciation.217 
The phenomenon thus identified, he proceeded to argue for its 
underappreciated, indeed altogether overlooked, relevance to the study of Semitic 
languages, and to defend the pursuit of this topic as a source of potential illumination 
in various difficult cases faced by Semitists: “When we run into a stone wall, we may 
speculate and draw on intuition and imagination as we grope for the solution. … If 
Hindu grammarians like Pān9ini reckoned with vocalic consonants two and a half 
millennia ago, we have no excuse for not doing so in professional Hebrew linguistics 
today, especially since our Indo-Europeanist colleagues have long had no difficulty 
whatever in doing so.”218 
Returning to the word at hand, Gordon explained the two cuneiform 
orthographies as representative of vocalic n9 as follows: “Since the Mesopotamian 
syllabary has no way of writing a vowelless consonant, the initial labial nasal m- is 
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written um- (with the labial vowel u), while the initial dental nasal n- written en-.”219 
Rendsburg took the next step, explicitly connecting these two terms both to each other 
and to Gordon’s reconstructed PS pronunciation *n9ma: “Eblaite en-ma is derived from 
this very clearly; one must assume assimilation in Akkadian to produce um-ma.”220 
Both scholars proceeded to address the Hebrew orthography, noting that final short 
vowels are dropped in Hebrew; thus *n9ma > /n9m/ or /n9m9/, “which perforce could only 
be written as םֻאְנ….”221 Both recognized that the term is “not to be pronounced 
*nə'ûm, as the graphemes suggest:”222 we observe that the word is never written mālē' 
(םוּאְנ), and recall also that the nîqqûd of the MT is the result of the Masoretes’ efforts 
to augment the preexisting consonantal text such that the oral reading tradition would 
be preserved in writing as well. Thus Gordon explained the matter: “Pointed Hebrew 
orthography does not allow a word to be written with an initial vowelless consonant 
but requires a šwa to accompany it graphically. The only way to write n- is ְנ- , and the 
only way to write -m is  -םֻא  with the short labial (   ֻ ) that must be placed graphically 
under a consonantal letter, the shortest of which (phonetically) is aleph (א).”223 
To bolster the notion that his study is “only the tip of the iceberg”224 when it 
comes to vocalic consonants in the Semitic language family, Gordon called upon 
Coptic orthographic practice, which demonstrates the existence of the phonetic 
combination /n9m9/ in Egypto-Semitic. 
Coptic is the one written language in that repertoire which graphically 
indicates vocalic consonants. It does so by placing a dash over the 
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letter. For example, “of the heavens” (as in the well-attested expression 
ΤΜΝˉΤΕΡΟ ΝˉΜˉΠΗΥΕ “the kingdom of the heavens”) begins ΝˉΜˉ- [n9m9]. 
The Νˉ- is the preposition “of.” The -Μˉ- stands for another morpheme Νˉ- 
(which indicates the plural of the definite article “the”) partially 
assimilated to the initial labial stop Π of the broken plural ΠΗΥΕ 
“heavens.” This well-attested idiom has been selected to show that the 
combination [n9m 9] actually exists in Egypto-Semitic and is clearly 
recognized by the Coptic scribes.225 
By establishing the legitimacy of the connection between Hebrew םֻאְנ, Eblaite 
en-ma, and Akkadian um-ma, Gordon provided an extrabiblical philological basis for 
seeing the term as connected with the Syrian/Mesopotamian sphere. Indeed, one 
observes that the Eblaite and Akkadian attestations freely make use of the term in 
association with human speakers, just as the aforementioned biblical examples do. 
Finally, Rendsburg observed that “[t]he correctness of this approach is 
bolstered by the appearance of this word in Mishnaic Hebrew,”226 in which the term 
occurs as a productive verbal root not as triconosonantal םאנ but rather as II-weak םונ. 
It is used almost universally in the standard phrases ול יתמנ “I said to him” and יל םנ 
“he said to me,” each of which is attested twice in the passage from which the 
following excerpt is drawn, alongside the verb רמא:227 
ר רמא ןיביצנמ דחא ןקז יתאצמ ןועמש ׳יתמנ אריתב ןב הדוהי ׳ר ךל היה יקב ול 
 ךימימ ץלוח אוהשכ ותיאר ול יתרמא רידת היה ינחלש לעו ןיה יל ׳מאםנ ןה יל 
יתמנלדנסב וא לענמב ותיאר המב ול  םנלענמב ןיצלוח יכו יל  
R. Simeon said, “I encountered a certain elder from Nisibis. I said to 
him, ‘Was R. Judah ben-Betera an authority for you? He said to me, 
‘Yes, and he was often at my table.’ I said to him, ‘Did you see him as 
one who performs [the Levirate rite of shoe] removal in your days?’ He 
said to me, ‘Yes.’ I said to him, ‘Did you see him with a shoe or with a 
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sandal?’ He said to me, ‘Do they perform [the rite of] removal with a 
shoe?’” 
(T. Yebamot 12:11) 
Note that once again the term is used freely in reference to a human speaker. 
Rendsburg continues: 
There is no other example of a root with medial 'aleph being treated in 
this fashion. One could assume a) that the form n9m was assimilated to 
that of a regular hollow verb; or b) that the form n9m continued, though 
orthographic conventions changed and the resultant spelling was now 
םונ. In either case, this piece of evidence from post-biblical Hebrew 
confirms Gordon’s insight in the nature of the root םאנ “utter.”228 
In addition to confirming Gordon’s understanding of the word םֻאְנ in the Bible, 
Rendsburg’s observation bears further significance for the present study in that it 
draws upon the now well-documented relationship between MH and IH.229 IH, the 
dialect of the northern kingdom of Israel, shared many isoglosses with surrounding 
languages such as Phoenician and Ugaritic. Rendsburg noted that scholarly consensus 
understands MH to be a colloquial dialect used in late antiquity in the Galilee,230 and 
as his research has demonstrated, the common geographical background of IH and 
MH is reflected in an abundance of similarities between the two dialects. Rendsburg 
stated his view thus: “I prefer to look at Ugaritic, Phoenician, IH, and MH as 
constituting a dialect bundle, stretching from the territory of Ephraim northward and 
attested from the Late Bronze Age through the Roman period.”231 
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Herein, then, we find yet another link between the biblical usages of םֻאְנ and a 
northward-looking dialectal perspective. The evidence implies that in the SBH dialect 
of the southern kingdom of Judah, the “root” םאנ was nonproductive, with the usage 
of םֻאְנ in association with Yahweh becoming frozen in a series of synonymous 
formulaic phrases associated primarily, if not exclusively, with prophetic revelations. 
Meanwhile, in regions to the north, the term continued to be used in a broader array of 
contexts. In Balaam’s oracles, it need not be seen as an indicator of northern 
authorship; rather, both the passage’s content and its accumulation of other such style-
switching features indicate that it is deliberately used as an indicator of speech patterns 
associated with this northern sphere.232 
Num 24:3, 15: םֻתְשׁ 
This word occurs in the introductory strophe that opens Balaam’s third and 
fourth oracles. The latter case presents an expanded version of the strophe, but since 
this expansion is not of direct concern here, I cite the shorter version from the third 
oracle: 
 ֻ֤אְנ֙םָעְלִבּ ם֣נְבּ ֹ֔עְב וֹר  Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor, 
 ֻ֥אְנוֶּ֖גַּה םֻ֥תְשׁ רֶב׃ןִי ָֽעָה ם  and utterance of the hero, šət `ūm of eye; 
 ֻ֕אְנֵֹ֖משׁ םֵ֑א־יֵרְמִא ַעל  utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El, 
 ֶ֨שֲׁאֵ֤זֲחַמ ר֙יַדַּשׁ הֶ֔זֱחֶֽי ה  who sees the vision of Shadday, 
 ֵ֖פֹנ֥לְגוּ ל׃םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּ  prostrate and uncovered of eyes. 
(Num 24:3bc–4; cf. Num 24:15bc–16) 
Before exploring the potential dialectal character of the unique term םֻתְשׁ, we must 
take up the issue of its translation, which has posed a challenge to interpreters from 
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antiquity to modernity. Although the Masoretic pointing designates the first letter a 
šîn, thus םֻתְשׁ, some have attempted to read it instead as a śîn, resulting in the root 
ְשׂםֻת , assumed to be a biform or hypercorrection233 of ְסםֻת  “closed,” as in the Vulgate: 
cuius obturatus est oculus “whose eye is closed.” On the other hand, the LXX 
reads o( a)lhqinw~v o(rw~n “the (one) true of vision.” This rendering would appear to 
accord with the reading proposed by Julius Wellhausen234 and adopted later by 
Albright,235 whereby the definite article on ןִי ָֽעָה is attached instead to the word תשׁם  
and the Masoretic pointing is abandoned, resulting in the relative particle ֶשׁ-  plus the 
phrase ָמַּתָּֽע הִין  “perfect of eye.” Likewise, Targum Onqelos reads ִפַּשְׁדָּח ריֵזי  “who sees 
well.” Yet another interpretation is that of John M. Allegro, who also read ְשׂםֻת  here, 
but connected it with Arabic - “austere, grim-faced,” rendering the Hebrew phrase 
accordingly as “the unrelenting, or, the grim-faced one.”236 
A consultation of later rabbinic literature reveals a handful of attestations of 
the root םתשׁ. The following passage is from the Mishna: 
כ לארשי םע ריבעמ היהש ירכנדה םא םוקמל םוקממ ןיי י רמתשמ תקזחב הי
ש ידכ גילפמ אוהש ועידומ םא רתמםותשייו סבגיו םות  
As for a foreigner that has served as a Jew’s transporter of vessels of 
wine from place to place, if he has been under strict guard, it is 
permitted, unless he tells him that he is setting sail [i.e., traveling far 
away], such that he can pierce and reseal, and it can dry.  
(M. Aboda Zara 5:3) 
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As Levine explained, the matter of concern here is whether or not the Gentile might 
have had sufficient time to drill a hole or cut a slit in the clay sealing and siphon off 
some of the wine for the purpose of pagan libation, then to reseal the vessel such that 
the act remains undetected.237 Additional attestations of the root םתשׁ with the same 
meaning are to be found in the Tosefta: 
פ אלהוםתשהטמלמ ןיב הלעמלמ ןיכרכינ  
And is not the piercing visible from above and from below?  
(T. Aboda Zara 7:13) 
ה יוגה לצא ונייםתשךסנ ןיי םשמ רוסא  
Wine with a gentile that is pierced is forbidden, on account of libation 
wine.  
(T. Aboda Zara 7:14) 
ה לע דושח היה םאומיתשרוסא ופיתרממ ףא ה  
And if [a Jew] were suspected of piercing it, even [wine] from his 
cellar is forbidden.  
(T. Aboda Zara 7:15) 
Morag’s assessment of these postbiblical instances of the word led him to 
interpret the phrase ןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ as referring to some sort of affliction: 
רשפא ,יוניכהש…םעלב לש וינפ־תוזחל ןווּכמ , וא בקנל היומד ויניעמ תחאש
קד קדסל .…ךכ םושמו ,הז םומ תמחמ ,תינפוגה ותייארב םגפש , םעלב שיגדמ
חורה ותייאר לש התמצוע תאתינ….  
It is possible that the term…is intended to describe Balaam’s face, one 
of whose eyes resembled a hole or thin crack. … Consequently, as a 
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result of this blemish, which has afflicted his physical vision, Balaam 
emphasizes the force of his spiritual vision….238 
Morag’s understanding finds no corroborating textual support, however, and it seems 
most appropriate to accept instead the approach suggested by Levine, who translated 
the phrase “whose eye is opened,”239 or, as I have rendered it in this study, “pierced-
open of eye.” Unlike Morag’s approach, this reading does find textual support, since, 
as Levine noted, the phrase in question parallels םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְג “uncovered of eyes” in the 
following verse (Num 24:4, 16).240 Indeed, this entire colon, םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְגוּ לֵפֹנ “prostrate 
and uncovered of eyes,” recalls the episode with the jenny, in which Balaam’s eyes are 
opened by God, to which Balaam’s immediate response upon seeing the messenger is 
to prostrate himself: 
ַ֣גְיַו֣ ַ ְ ַ֣ ַ ְ ַ֣ ַ ְ ַל֮הָוהְי ֵ֣ניֵע־תֶא ֒םָעְלִב יַ֞יַּו אְר ַ֤אְלַמ־תֶא֙הָוהְי ךְָ֣צִּנ ֶ֔דַּבּ ב֥בְּרַחְו ךְֶרוֹ ָ֖פֻלְשׁ֑דָיְבּ ה וֹֹ֥קִּיַּוֹ֥ ִ ַֹ֥ ִ ַֹ֥ ִ ַד 
ַ֖תְּשִׁיַּו֖ ַ ְ ִ ַ֖ ַ ְ ִ ַ֖ ַ ְ ִ ַוּח׃וי ָֽפַּאְל  
And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes, and he saw Yahweh’s 
messenger stationed in the road, his sword of flame in his hand; and he 
bowed and prostrated himself on his face.  
(Num 22:31) 
Thus, by its relationship with the colon םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְגוּ לֵפֹנ in Num 24:4, 16, the 
phrase ןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ takes on an indirect connection to the events recounted earlier in the 
verse just cited. In fact, the specific nuance of this expression becomes clear in the 
light of this connection: In both the physical sense and the prophetic, Balaam did not, 
indeed could not, open his eyes on his own—rather, they were forced open by a power 
outside himself. Both Levine’s translation and my own aim to preserve something of 
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this sense; and indeed such a rendering is corroborated also by the Peshit @ta, which 
glosses the phrase ןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ as    (dgly' vynh) “whose eye is uncovered,” thus 
rendering explicit the connection between this expression and the phrase םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְג a 
few cola later. 
Having thus established the appropriate rendering of the term םֻתְשׁ, we note 
that our proof texts for the reading adopted here all derive not only from postbiblical 
Hebrew, which bears a close affinity with the comparatively Aramaic-like Israelian 
dialect,241 but from the region of the Galilee: the Mishna was compiled at Sepphoris, 
and the Tosefta springs from the Tiberian school. This fact evidently prompted Morag 
to identify the term םֻתְשׁ as one of noteworthy character not only from a lexical 
standpoint, but also from a geographic one: “ הארנ ׳םתש׳ יבגל , שומישב םייקתנ שרושהש
ארקמה תפוקתב ןושלה ,הירחאל ףאו ,םימכח לש םהיתורודב ,לבגומ היה ושומישש אלא , םא
יפרגואיג ומוחיתש גהלל… .”242 To be sure, the evidence does not provide an explicit 
connection to Aramaic, but only to a dialect of Hebrew with marked Aramaic 
affinities. Nevertheless, in the context of Sefer Bilvam, and specifically in Balaam’s 
oracles, where dialectal features abound, the term as analyzed by Morag surely 
warrants at least provisional inclusion in the list of style-switching features 
accumulated here. 
Num 24:6: םיִלָחְנ 
For the purpose of this discussion, it is helpful to see the entire verse in which 
the term םיִלָחְנ appears: 
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 ִ֣לָחְנִכָּ֔טִּנ םיוּי  Like nəh9ālîm they stretch out, 
 ֹ֖נַּגְכֵּ֣לֲע תָ֑הָנ יר  like gardens along a river; 
 ֙םיִלָהֲאַכַּ֣טָנ ָ֔והְי עה  like aloes Yahweh has planted, 
 ִ֖זָרֲאַכּ׃םִי ָֽמ־יֵלֲע םי  like cedars along water. 
The appropriate reading of םיִלָחְנ is a longstanding crux that challenged 
medieval commentators no less than their modern counterparts. Menahem Moreshet 
conveniently summarized the possibilities inherent in “הליגר הטוהר האירק,”243 
indicating that on the one hand the word can be interpreted as “  םימ םרז)רהנ , אלא
רתוי םינטק םידממב( ,” as in the following examples:244 
ִ֚כָּ֣והְי יֶ֔הלֱֹא ה֖ךֲָאי ִֽבְמ ךָיֶ֣א־לֶא ָ֑בוֹט ץֶרֶ֚א ה ץֶרַַַַ֣֣֣֣ניֵלֲחֵ ֲֵ ֲֵ ֲָ֔מ ֙תֹנָיֲע םִיֹ֔מֹהְתוּ ִ֥אְֹצי תָ֖עְקִבַּבּ םי ה
׃ר ָֽהָבוּ 
For Yahweh your god brings you to a good land, a land of streams of 
water, of springs and abysses coming forth in valley and in mountain. 
(Deut 8:7) 
 ־לָכְּנַּהְ ְַ ְַ ַ֙םיִלָח֙ ִ ָ֙ ִ ָ֙ ִ ִָ֣כְֹלה ָ֔יַּה־לֶא םים  All the streams go to the sea, 
 ָ֖יַּהְוֶ֣ניֵא םֵ֑לָמ וּנּא  but the sea is not full; 
 ֗קְמ־לֶאֶ֤שׁ םוֹ֙םיִלָחְנַּה֙ ִ ָ ְ ַ֙ ִ ָ ְ ַ֙ ִ ָ ְ ִַ֔כְל ֹֽה םי  to the place (from) which the streams go, 
 ָ֛שֵׁ֥ה םִ֖בָשׁ ם׃תֶכ ָֽלָל םי  there they return to go. 
(Qoh 1:7) 
And on the other hand, it may be read as “ ומצע קיפאהו ץורעה ,םימה םימרוז ובש ,” as 
follows: 
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 ֹ֣כ־י ִֽכּ ה׀ַ֣מָא ָ֗והְי רה  For thus said Yahweh: 
 ֥אְרִת־א ֹֽ ל֨ר וַּחוּ  You do not see wind, 
 ֣אְרִת־א ֹֽ לְוֶ֔ג וּםֶשׁ  and you do not see rain; 
 ְוַ֥נַּה֥ ַ ַ֥ ַ ַ֥ ַ ַלַַַַח ֖הַהָ֣מִּי אוָּ֑מ אֵלםִי  but that wadi will be full of water, 
 ֶ֛תיִתְשׁוֶּ֥תַּא םֶ֖כיֵנְקִמוּ ם ם  that you might drink, you and your cattle 
 ׃ם ֶֽכְתְּמֶהְבֽוּ and your beasts. 
  (2 Kgs 3:17) 
 ֵ֣לַּשְׁמ ַֽהַ֭מ ַחִ֑לָחְנַּבּ םיִנָיְעםי  …Who send forth springs in the wadis; 
 ֵ֥בָּ֝ה ןיִ֗ר׃ןוּֽכֵלַּהְי םי  between mountains they meander. 
(Ps 104:10) 
He went on to survey the various ways in which commentators, both ancient 
and modern, have attempted to explain the verse with this meaning in mind.245 
Seforno, for example, saw in this metaphor a reference to the bāttê kənessiyyôt ` and 
bāttê mid;rāšôt ` of Israel, which are “ םתוקשהל תודשה לא ויטנש םילחנה ומכ , יבשוי ןכו
ןומהל םתרותמ םיקשמו םילוד הרותה ישפותו םילהא… .”246 Abarbanel sought to bring the 
nəh9ālîm into the larger picture of fertility in the verse, and says that the community of 
Israel “ המד…םימ יגלפ לע לותשה קריה ןג לאו םילחנה לא התומלשו היפויב… .”247 With 
regard to modern scholarship, Tur-Sinai preferred a more literal interpretation, reading 
this colon in association with the preceding verse, which refers to Israel’s tents 
(םיִלָהֲא), and saying that the phrase וּיָטִּנ םיִלָחְנִכּ “וילהא לש בוטה םבצמ תא ראתמ;” in 
other words, it is as if “ םימ ילחנ םוקמבםהילהוא ויטנ .”248 
Admittedly, such interpretations seem rather awkward, and as a result serious 
consideration must be given instead to the suggestion first put forth by Felix Perles,249 
                                                 
 
245
 Moreshet 1971: 53. 
246
 Katzenelenbogen et al. 1986–1993: 6:221. 
247
 Taken from Moreshet 1971: 53. 
248
 Tur-Sinai 1962: 178. 
249
 Perles 1899: 688–689. 
 154 
and subsequently adopted by Gray,250 Moreshet251 and Morag,252 that we are to see 
here not a cognate to Arabic ./0 “wadi,” but rather a cognate to .10 “palm tree.” 
Morag recalled that both the guttural phoneme /h9/ (ح) and the velar phoneme /h}/ (خ) 
are represented in Hebrew by the letter ח,253 and saw in this fact the potential for 
wordplay between the two possible readings of this word, depending upon which 
phoneme is pronounced.254 He and Moreshet both emphasized the appropriateness of 
the meaning “palm tree” in the context of the verse, where each of the four cola begins 
with ְכּ-  plus a floral term of some kind—a clear double-parallel structure into which 
the meaning “wadis, streams” simply does not fit.255 Moreshet proceeded a step 
further, pointing out the chiastic structure formed by the types of vegetation presented 
in the verse: the first and fourth cola mention palms and cedars, tall trees, while the 
second and third cola refer to smaller plants (if, with Moreshet, we interpret תֹנַּג as 
“ןג יחיש”).256 
Clearly, then, the reading “palm trees” for םיִלָחְנ fits much more comfortably in 
this context that “wadis, streams,” although one does well to recall Morag’s 
suggestion of wordplay, especially given the other references to bodies of water in the 
verse. He also suggested another possible attestation of ַנַחל  “palm tree,”257 later 
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confirmed by Rendsburg,258 in Song 6:11, a context in which this reading similarly fits 
the parallelism far better than does “wadi, stream:” 
 ַ֤נִּגּ־לֶאוֹגֱא ת֙זַ֔רָי יִתְּד  to the garden of nut(s) I descended, 
 ֖אְרִלֵ֣בִּאְבּ תוֹ יָ֑נַּה֑ ָ ַ֑ ָ ַ֑ ָ ַלַַַַח  to see the shoots of the palm, 
 ֙תוֹאְרִלָ֣חְר ָֽפֲה ֶ֔גַּה הןֶפ  to see whether the vine had bloomed, 
 ֵ֖נֵה׃םי ִֽנֹמִּרָה וּצ  the pomegranates blossomed. 
(Song 6:11) 
Unfortunately, there is no known Aramaic attestation of this lexeme, so we are limited 
to the Arabic materials for cognate evidence. As a result, we cannot establish with 
certainty that the use of the term in Balaam’s oracle is an instance of style-switching. 
However, the Arabic parallel, coupled with the additional biblical attestation of this 
term in a book whose northern dialectal affinities have been established beyond 
doubt,259 lend some validity to this hypothesis. Rendsburg’s suggestive questions sum 
up the situation nicely: “…was this lexeme used in Aramaic as well? Was it known in 
the land of Qedem, whence Balaam came, located at the northern reaches of the Syrian 
Desert?”260 
Since the feature occurs in Balaam’s direct speech, I am inclined at present to 
accept it as an instance of style-switching, notwithstanding the absence of a concrete 
Aramaic or Syrian connection. In the end, however, one may prefer to reject this 
hypothesis and view the term instead as a setting-switching rather than a style-
switching element. Nevertheless, in either case its non-SBH character must be 
appreciated and explained in the context of the oracle and of the pericope as a whole. 
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Num 24:6: וּיָטִּנ 
As the standard grammars confirm, the norm with III-י roots261 in BH is for the 
weak third root letter to elide in one of the following manners:262 
 The י is latent, as in first-person common singular suffix-
conjugation יִתיִלָגּ (< *galiytī). 
 The י drops out completely in syncopated forms, as in third-person 
common plural suffix-conjugation וּלָגּ (< *galayū), and in apocopated 
forms, as in third-person masculine singular jussive לֶגִי (< *yiglay). 
 The י quiesces at the end of a word, as in third-person masculine 
singular suffix-conjugation הָלָגּ (< *galay-). 
Only in very limited circumstances does the י consistently retain consonantal force, 
specifically, in the Qal passive participle (e.g., יוּלָגּ) and in instances such as the one 
exhibited in our verse from Numbers, which is a Niphval third-person common plural 
suffix-conjugation form. Note that the norm for such forms is for the י to disappear; 
thus, here one would expect *וּטִּנ .263 
Other Semitic languages attest this phenomenon on a widespread basis. In 
Ugaritic, verbal forms of III-w/y roots typically exhibit retention of the third root 
letter. The strictly consonantal orthography of that language rules out the potential 
complication of matres lectionis. The root šty “drink,” for instance, demonstrates the 
standard phenomenon in forms such as šty (šatiyū) “they drank” (third-person 
masculine plural suffix-conjugation) and ı 'štynh ('ištayanahā) “I drink it” (first-person 
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singular prefix-conjugation with feminine singular pronominal suffix).264 The 
Phoenician evidence, whose orthographic conventions likewise obviate the question of 
possible plene spellings, is similarly demonstrative, as in ינב “he built,” ילע “he 
ascended,” and so on.265 Rabin examined the relevant Arabic sources at some 
length,266 and his discussion of verbal forms and other words whose -ā ending is 
expressed by means of 'alif maqs 9ūra (which he notated as ä), such as 45 , 5, etc., led 
him to insist upon an underlying consonantal basis for this orthography, however 
obscured by other phonological developments: “It must be made quite clear that, 
unless we choose to consider Koranic orthography a realm of anarchy, every -ä in the 
Koran must be read -ai.”267 
Most relevant to the present study is the evidence from the Deir vAllā 
inscriptions and from Aramaic sources. In the texts from Deir vAllā we encounter the 
phrase רמח ויתש “they drink wine” (DAPT I:10). In to the Aramaic sphere, we see that 
the retention of consonantal י in III-י verbal roots is widely attested in this language. 
See, for example, the word יהוצח “they divided it” in line 7 of a Syrian inscription 
published by André Caquot, who remarked, “h9s 9why est la 3e personne du pluriel du 
parfait, conservant dans l’écriture la 3e radicale faible vocalisée u, d’un verbe h9s 9y qui 
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paraît nouveau en araméen, mais s’identifie aisément à l’hébreu h9âs 9âh, «partager».”268 
Note that the ו in this word cannot be considered a mater lectionis, as confirmed by the 
next verb in the inscription, יהמרחא “they consecrated it” (line 8), which has the same 
plural subject but is written without a ו. Likewise, the biblical stratum of Aramaic 
similarly attests certain forms in which final י retains consonantal force, as in הַּתְיַנֱבּ “I 
have built it” (Dan 4:27) and ויִתְּשִׁא “they drank” (Dan 5:4).269 
In the light of this evidence, Rendsburg’s examination of the feature in the 
Hebrew portions of the Bible led him to conclude that in the majority of cases it bears 
dialectal significance.270 He traced the history of the form as follows: “The retention 
of the yôd in IIIy is used vestigially in EBH [Early Biblical Hebrew] and perhaps in 
later archaizing poetry, but generally it disappears in SBH of the Judahite type. 
However, in IH this usage continues….”271 Accordingly, one notes the archaic term 
וּמֻיְסַכְי in Exod 15:5,272 and also the following instances of this phenomenon in texts 
whose Israelian origin already is well established:273 
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psalms that exhibit a preponderance of IH features: Ps 32:37 (וּיָסָח); 36:8 (ןוּיָסֱחֶי), 9 (ןוּיְוְרִי); 77:4 
(הָיָמֱהֶא); 78:44 (ןוּיָתְּשִׁי); 83:3 (ןוּיָמֱהֶי); and 140:9 (יֵיַּוֲאַמ, a nominal form in construct). Similarly, Noegel 
(1994: 185) adduced the term ןוּיָזֱחֶי in Isa 26:11 as one of numerous IH elements in Isaiah 24–27. The 
term ןֻיְבְּרִי occurs in Deut 8:13, in a book considered by Ginsberg and others to be northern, but such an 
identification is uncertain (see above, pp. 42–43, 79 n. 6; and cf. p. 43). 
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 ַ֖מָאְוֵ֣א רֵ֑הלֱֹא יוֹמי  And he shall say, “Where is their god, 
 ֖צָ֥סָח רוּ׃וֹֽב וּי  the rock in whom they trusted?” 
(Deut 32:37) 
 ֣יְלַדֹּ֭שׁ וֵּ֑סִּפִּמ םִיַקַח  Weak are the legs of the lame, 
 ֝וָּ֗שָׁמִ֣פְבּ ל׃םי ִֽליִסְכ י  and a proverb in the mouth of a fool. 
(Pr 26:7) 
Additionally, certain instances of the phenomenon evince a literary significance, as in 
Isaiah’s oracle to Damascus, where the term ןוּיָמֱהֶי (Isa 17:12) represents addressee-
switching.274 Although a few instances of this feature (Isa 31:3, 33:7; Ps 39:7, 57:2, 
122:6) are not as readily explained, the preponderance of the evidence nevertheless 
points clearly toward an identification of this feature as representative of non-SBH 
dialect. 
Indeed, most relevant to our examination of Sefer Bilvam is Rendsburg’s 
observation that this feature is employed at times for the purpose of style-switching. 
Note the following examples from the book of Job, in which this device helps to 
produce the characteristic quality of the main character’s speech:275 
 ָ֤לְשִׁיִ֨לָה ֹֽא וּי םי׀ֹ֥שְׁל ִ֗דְדםי  Prosperous are the tents of robbers, 
 ֽ֭וִּ֣גְּרַמְל תוֹחֻטַּבֵ֑א יֵזיל  and secure for those who persecute El, 
 ֶ֤שֲׁאַלִ֖בֵה ר֣לֱא אי׃וֹֽדָיְבּ ַהּוֹ  into whose hand Eloah brings (much).  
(Job 12:6) 
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 Rendsburg (2003a: 17) also identified the threefold instance in Isa 21:12 as “addressee switching,” 
but cf. Rendsburg 1991b: 94–95 and Rendsburg 1995: 181–182. 
275
 In addition to these examples, Rendsburg (1991b: 94; see also Rendsburg 1992a: 82) identified four 
other instances of this phenomenon in Job, all of which, like the example cited here in full, occur in the 
mouth of the protagonist: Job 3:25; 16:22; 30:14; and 31:38. 
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 ֭־דַעְגוֹתּ הָנָא֣יִ֑שְׁפַנ ןוּי  How long will you torment my soul, 
 ַ֥נוּאְכַּדְתֽוּ׃םי ִֽלִּמְב יִנ  and oppress me with words? 
(Job 19:2) 
By now it comes as no surprise that, as noted repeatedly by Rendsburg,276 the same 
purpose is achieved in our verse from Numbers, where Balaam’s use of the word וּיָטִּנ, 
which exhibits a morphological construction that is well attested in Aramaic, rather 
than the expected *וּטִּנ , helps to season his Hebrew poetry with a characteristically 
Aramaic quality.277 
Num 24:7: תֻכְלַמ 
The standard word for “kingdom” in SBH is הָכָלְמַמ, as demonstrated in the 
phrases לוּאָשׁ תיֵבִּמ הָכָלְמַמַּה ריִבֲע ַֽהְל “to transfer the kingdom from the house of Saul” (2 
Sam 3:10) and הָכָלְמַמ־לַעְו יוֹגּ־לַע רֵבַּדֲא עַגֶר “the moment I speak about a nation and 
about a kingdom” (Jer 18:7, 9). The term תוּכְלַמ (or תֻכְלַמ) becomes the common term 
for “kingdom” in LBH, however, and in fact the “abstract”  -תוּ  ending itself is 
considered a late feature.278 Both may be attributed to Aramaic influence on the later 
stages of BH. Regarding the ending, GKC states the following: “In Aram. this fem. 
ending תוּ…is a common termination of the infinitive in the derived conjugations…; in 
Hebr. תוּ as a termination to express abstract ideas…becomes more common only in 
                                                 
 
276
 See the publications identified above, n. 270, most of which make specific reference to this feature 
as demonstrative of style-switching in Balaam’s oracles. 
277
 Contrast the view of Moreshet (1971: 55–56), who interpreted וּיָטִּנ here as a variant form of a verb 
from the root עטנ, which occurs in the parallel colon. In light of the present evidence, such a view is 
unnecessary. See also the discussion of the semantic development of the root הטנ in Morag 1995: 59–60 
n. 54. 
278
 See Polzin 1976: 142, 147. 
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the later books.”279 As for the term תוּכְלַמ, it is amply attested in epigraphic materials 
contemporary with the biblical period. Note the following example from Sefire:280 
 …̇רשא ךלמי יזמ לח תכלמ לח תכלמכ התכלמ יוהת] 281  
… May his kingdom be like a kingdom of sand, a kingdom of sand, as 
long as Asshur rules. …  
(Sefire I A 25) 
In his study of the word in question, Hurvitz extended the matter beyond the 
bounds of the biblical corpus, and demonstrated that in postbiblical literature the late 
form תוּכְלַמ continues to eclipse even further the early form הָכָלְמַמ.282 Note, for 
example, the following: 
֣ ָיָהְו֔תְּבִשְׁכ הַ֖ע וֵֹ֣סִּכּ ל א֑תְּכַלְמַמ֑ ְ ַ ְ ַ֑ ְ ַ ְ ַ֑ ְ ַ ְ ַוָֹ֨כְו ֜ל בַתֵ֨נְשִׁמ־תֶא וָֹ֤רוֹתַּה ה֙תֹאזַּה הֵ֔ס־לַע ֵ֥נְפִלִּמ רֶפ י
ִ֖נֲֹהכַּה׃ם ִֽיִּוְלַה םי  
And it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, (that) he will 
write for himself a copy of this Torah on a document, from (what is) 
before the priests and Levites.  
(Deut 17:18, MT) 
ִוֵהי יְכִּמהּיֵבְתּ לַע יֵסְרוּכּ הּיֵתוּכְלַמֵ ְ ֵַ ְ ֵַ ְ ַ בוֹתּכִיְו הּיֵל ןַגְשְׁרַפּ אְיָרוֹאָתּ אָדָה לַע אָרְפִס ןִמ 
םָדֳק אָיַּנֲהָכּ ׃יֵאָויֵל283  
And it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, (that) he will 
write for himself a copy of this teaching on a document, from (what is) 
before the priests (and) Levites.  
(Tg. Onqelos to Deut 17:18) 
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 GKC p. 241 § 86k. 
280
 Cf. also the Phoenician form תיכלמ; see Tomback 1978: 182. 
281
 Here I depart from Dupont-Sommer 1960: 213 and adopt instead the word divisions of Fitzmyer 
1961: 181, which permit a smooth reading. Note, however, that the word תכלמ is clear in either case. 
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 Hurvitz 1972a: 79–88. 
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 Niqqud adopted from Katzenelenbogen et al. 1986–1993: 7:153. 
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Of direct concern here, however, are the occasions in which the word תוּכְלַמ 
appears in pre-exilic materials. In light of the Aramaic lineage of the term,284 several 
instances yield interpretations that incorporate this connection with Aramaic. One 
example is the following occurrence in Ps 45:7 (English: 45:6): 
 ֣ךֲָאְסִכֱּ֭א ָ֣לוֹע םיִהלֶֹ֑עָו םד  Your throne, O Elohim, is for all time; 
 ֵ֥שִׁ֝מ טֶבֹ֗שׁיֵ֣שׁ ר׃ךָ ֶֽתוּכְלַמ טֶב  a scepter of uprightness is your scepter. 
Rendsburg clearly demonstrated the northern origin of this psalm on the basis of this 
and a number of other features.285 Thus, taken in conjunction with the other features in 
the poem, this pre-exilic usage of the word תוּכְלַמ is to be interpreted as an indicator of 
Israelian dialect. Similarly, the abundance of nouns ending in  -תוּ  in the book of 
Proverbs speak to its character as a northern text as well.286 Finally, we also may note 
the use of this term in Neh 9:35, which Rendsburg perceived as reflective of both 
northern origin and late date. 
As noted several times by Rendsburg,287 the appearance of this term in our 
verse from Numbers is to be explained in a different way, namely, as the inclusion in 
an early poetic text of a feature drawn from Aramaic, with the intent of coloring 
Balaam’s speech with the characteristic quality of his native language. 
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 The -תוּ  ending did not “originate” in Aramaic; in fact, it is Proto-Semitic, as demonstrated by its 
attestations in Akkadian, Eblaite, etc. See the discussion and examples in Rendsburg 1991a: 364 n. 70. 
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 Rendsburg 1990a: 45–50. 
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 See Chen 2000: passim, and note also the literature cited in Rendsburg 1991a: 354 n. 28. 
287
 Rendsburg 1990a: 47; Rendsburg 1991a: 364; Rendsburg 1995: 184; Rendsburg 2003c: 105; 
Rendsburg 2006a: 169. 
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Num 24:8: םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע 
When the 3mp pronominal suffix is attached to plural nouns exhibiting the -וֹת  
ending, the resulting form across SBH generally is -םָתוֹ , as in the phrases  םיִנָבּ תֶרֶאְפִתְו
ָתוֹבֲאם  “and the glory of sons is their fathers” (Pr 17:6) and םָתוֹמְשׁ הֶלֵּאְו “and these are 
their names” (1 Kgs 4:8). However, in some cases we encounter instead the form  
-םֶהיֵתוֹ . Scholarship has established that this morpheme is later than  -םָתוֹ , the more 
common form in the Torah and other early materials. Amos Cohen’s statistical 
breakdown led him to conclude that “ ארקמה ירפס רתי לכל המדק הרותה םא , שיש ירה
הבחרה הרוצל תמדוקו תירוקמ איה הרצקה הרוצה יכ רעשל.”288 
The predominance of the shorter form in early texts caught the attention of 
Hurvitz as well.289 He approached the matter from semantic and morphological 
standpoints. In semantic terms, he noted the “double plurality” of these forms: in 
addition to the plural ending  -תוֹ , these words also exhibit the plural ending -י◌ֵ , 
normally associated with masculine plural nouns in construct, immediately before the 
pronominal suffix. According to Hurvitz, “[s]uch redundant employment of two plural 
morphemes usually stems from attempts, perhaps even unconscious, to emphasize the 
meaning (plural sense), which is liable to be felt insufficient on account of the form 
(plural ending).”290 As for the development of this particular form, he turned to 
morphology, explaining it as a shift resulting simultaneously from “the external 
influence of the corresponding Aramaic pronominal suffix -ֹהם …as well as the internal 
analogy with the Hebrew masculine forms  -םֶהי◌ֵ  (such as malkhēyhem, etc.).”291 
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 Cohen 1975: 304. 
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 Hurvitz 1982: 24–27. 
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 Hurvitz 1982: 25 (emphasis in original). 
291
 Hurvitz 1982: 25. Note the similar situation with regard to the non-SBH form ִעָמֶּהם  “with them” 
(Num 22:12), which was discussed above on pp. 77–80. 
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Like Cohen, Hurvitz went on to demonstrate further that  -םֶהיֵתוֹ  is to be seen as 
later than  -םָתוֹ  on the basis of the distribution of the two forms in the Bible. He 
presented examples of texts occurring doubly, once in an early context and once in a 
late one, such as the following:292 
֙הָתַּאְוַ֣מְשִׁתּ ַ֔מָשַּׁה עָ֣סְו םִיָ֔תְּחַלַ֖טַּחְל ֣ךְָמַּע תאֵ֑אָרְשִׂי ֙םָֹתב ֵֽשֲׁהַו לָ֣ה־לֶא ָ֔מָדֲאֶ֥שֲׁא ה ר
ַ֖תָנוֹבֲאַל ָתּם ָָָָֽֽֽֽת׃  
And you will hear, O heavens, and forgive the sin of your people Israel, 
and restore them to the land that you gave to their fathers.  
(1 Kgs 8:34) 
֙הָתַּאְוַ֣מְשִׁתּ ַ֔מָשַּׁה־ןִמ עָ֣סְו םִיָ֔תְּחַל ַ֖טַּחְלא֣ךְָמַּע תֵ֑אָרְשִׂי ֙םָתוֹביֵשֲׁהַו ל ָ֣ה־לֶאָ֔מָדֲא ה
ַ֥תָנ־רֶשֲׁאֶ֖הָל הָתֹּבֲאַלְו םם ֶֽהיֵתֽ ֶ ֵֽ ֶ ֵֽ ֶ ֵ׃  
And you will hear from the heavens, and forgive the sin of your people 
Israel, and restore them to the land that you have to them and to their 
fathers.  
(2 Chr 6:25) 
Now that we have considered all of these factors, it remains for us to examine 
the significance of occurrences of the “late” form  -םֶהיֵתוֹ  in early contexts. No 
unilateral explanation for these occurrences is forthcoming; but the Aramaic influence 
perceived by Hurvitz in the form  -םֶהיֵתוֹ , which is bolstered by the late distribution of 
this form in the Bible, indicates that in certain instances in the earlier portions of the 
corpus, style-switching is a reasonable conclusion. Note, for example, the following 
usage of the form םֶהיֵתוֹבֲא (as against ָתוֹבֲאם , presented in the example above), in the 
mouth of Ahijah of Shiloh:293 
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 This and other examples are presented in Hurvitz 1982: 26. 
293
 Adduced by Rendsburg 2006a: 171 n. 26. 
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ָ֨כִּהְוָ֜והְי הֵ֗אָרְשִׂי־תֶא הֶ֨שֲׁאַכּ ל֣נָי ר֮הֶנָקַּה דוּ֒םִיַמַּבּ ַ֣תָנְו ֵ֗אָרְשִׂי־תֶא שֵׁ֠מ לָ֨מָדֲאָה לַע ה
ָ֤בוֹטַּהה֙תֹאזַּה ֶ֤שֲׁא ֙ןַתָנ ר ֣בֲאַלֶ֔היֵתוָֹ֖רֵזְו םֵ֣עֵמ םָ֑הָנַּל רֶבַ֗י רֶ֤שֲׁא ןַע֙וּשָׂע רֵ֣שֲׁא־תֶא ֶ֔היֵר ם
ִ֖סיִעְכַמ׃ה ָֽוהְי־תֶא םי  
And Yahweh will strike Israel as the reed flutters in the water, and 
uproot Israel from upon this good land that he gave to their fathers, and 
scatter them beyond the river, because they made their groves, 
provoking Yahweh. 
(1 Kgs 14:15) 
Interpreting this as an instance of style-switching is all the more appealing because of 
the overwhelming pre-exilic preference for the form ָתוֹבֲאם ; indeed, against the 82 
attestations of this form, the occurrence of םֶהיֵתוֹבֲא in the verse just cited is the only 
example of the longer ending in the entire pre-exilic corpus.294 
In similar fashion, particularly in light of the wealth of other style-switching 
elements present in Balaam’s oracles, we likewise may take םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע in Num 24:8 as 
reflective of style-switching. Rather than simply resorting to the Aramaic form itself, 
the author here incorporates a morphological feature that is Aramaic-like without 
straying from the Hebrew realm, and in so doing seasons Balaam’s speech with yet 
another linguistic pattern characteristic of Aramaic. 
Num 24:8: םֵרָגְי 
It is common knowledge that םַרְגּ is the standard Aramaic word for “bone,”295 
as exemplified in epigraphic evidence by the statement לואש ןותחי אל ךימרגו “and your 
bones shall not descend (to) She'ol” (NSI 76 B 6).296 The usual term in Hebrew is םֶצֶע. 
Note the following renderings of this term as םרג in the Qumran Targum to Job, where 
despite the fragmentary text, the word is recognizable: 
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 ֲ֭ע֣אְלָמ ויָניִטָ֑לָח וּב  His teats are full of milk, 
 ֹ֖מוָּ֣תוֹמְצַע ַח׃ה ֶֽקֻּשְׁי וי  and the marrow of his bones is moist. 
(Job 21:24, MT) 
 [° יהומרג …  ] of his bones. … 
(11QTgJob V:5)297 
 ַ֗לֲ֭ע הָלְיַ֣קִּנ יַמָצָ֑לָעֵמ רי  At night my bones are pierced within me, 
 ְ֝וַ֗קְֹרעֹ֣ ל י׃ןוּֽבָכְּשִׁי א  and my veins do not relax. 
(Job 30:17, MT) 
  [ןודקי ימרג  ] my bones burn, 
 ̇קרעו]י  and [my] veins [ 
(11QTgJob XVI:7)298 
In the biblical corpus, three times we encounter denominative verbs from the 
root םרג, once in Qal and twice in Pivel without evident change in meaning. 
Translators gloss these verbs variously as “devour,”299 “crush,”300 “gnaw,”301 etc. 
Aside from the present verse, the other two examples are: 
ִ֨תָשְׁוָ֜תוֹא תיִ֗צָמוּ הֶּ֛שָׂרֲח־תֶאְו תי ָהיֵ֖רָגְתּ֖ ֵ ָ ְ֖ ֵ ָ ְ֖ ֵ ָ ְיִִִִמַ֣דָשְׁו ֵ֑תַּנְתּ ךְִיִ֚כּ יִקִ֣נֲא יַ֔בִּד יֻ֖אְנ יִתְּרָֹ֥נדֲא ם י
׃ה ִֽוהְי 
And you will drink it, and squeeze (it out), and its sherds you will 
devour; and you will cut off your breasts, for I have spoken: utterance 
of my lord Yahweh. 
(Ezek 23:34) 
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 ֶ֣רָשָׂ֔בְּרִקְב ָהי֖יָרֲא הִּ֑גֲא ֹֽשׁ תוֹםי  Her officers in her midts are roaring lions; 
 ֶ֨טְֹפשָׁ֙היֵ֣אְז ֶ֔ע יֵבבֶר  her judges are evening wolves; 
 ֹ֥ ל א֖מְרָג֖ ְ ָ֖ ְ ָ֖ ְ ָוּ׃רֶק ֹֽבַּל  they do not devour until the morning. 
(Zeph 3:3) 
Both are obscure passages, and provide little explanation as to why this peculiar verb 
was chosen in each instance. Not so with our verse from Numbers, however, as we 
shall see. 
Aramaic evidence of verbal derivations from this root appears in the 
Targumim. The verb occurs with the meaning “strengthen,” comparable to Hebrew 
denominative verbs from the root םצע, as in the following example:302 
ֹ֥ יַּוֶ֖מיִבֲא רֶמאָ֑חְצִי־לֶא ךְֶלֵ֚ל קָ֔מִּע ֵֽמ ךְֶ֖מִּמ־ָתְּמ ַֽצָע־י ִֽכּ וּנ׃ד ֹֽאְמ וּנּ  
And Abimelek said to Isaac, “Go from among us, for you are much 
stronger than we.” 
(Gen 26:16, MT) 
 [ רירש ןנמ var.:  רמאואל ךלמיב תיבר אלה ןמע ןמ ךל קחצי]התמרגתא  
And Abimelek said to Isaac, “Go from among us; are you not much 
stronger than we?” 
(Gen. 26:16, Samaritan Targum) 
Here, an intralinear variant preserved in manuscript M of the Samaritan Targum303 
employs an 'Etpaval form of גםר , which translates the Hebrew verb ַצָעָתְּמ . In addition, 
note the Samaritan Targum’s rendering of the present verse, Num 24:8, particularly 
the preservation in some versions of the verb םרגי, here with the meaning “devour” 
just as in the Hebrew text: 
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 This example is drawn from Tal 2000: 1:158. 
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 See the apparatus in Tal 1980: 1:98–99. For specific details about manuscript M, see Tal 1980: 1:vii. 
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 ַ֞כֹאיִ֣יוֹגּ לָ֗רָצ םוי  He consumes nations, his oppressors, 
 ֶ֛היֵתֹמְצַעְוֵ֖רָגְי םם  and their bones he devours, 
 ָ֥צִּחְו׃ץ ָֽחְמִי וי  and (with) his arrows smites. 
(Num 24:8cde, MT) 
 ויקאע היעוג ףיסי He consumes nations, his oppressors, 
 [var.:  ןוימרגוסרסרי]  םרגי  and their bones he destroys [var.: devours], 
 יעמי וירגו and (with) his arrows smites. 
(Num 24:8cde, Samaritan Targum) 
The decision made in two Samaritan Aramaic manuscripts304 to retain the verb from 
the Hebrew text precisely as it appears, even while changing the noun םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע to 
ןוימרג, is striking. In fact, it emphasizes the remarkable situation present in the Hebrew 
verse: the collocation of םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע and םֵרָגְי results in a pointing-up of the effect of the 
denominative verb, deriving as it does from the Aramaic analogue of the immediately 
preceding Hebrew noun. In this way, not only is an Aramaic-like flourish incorporated 
into Balaam’s poetic utterance; in addition, this flourish calls attention to itself by 
playing upon the immediately surrounding context. 
Num 24:15 (2x), 16: םֻאְנ 
See above, under Num 24:3 (2x), 4, 15 (2x), 16. 
Num 24:15: םֻתְשׁ 
See above, under Num 24:3, 15. 
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 Manuscripts V and N, according to the apparatus in Tal 1980: 2:255. See Tal 1980: 1:vii for 
information on these manuscripts. 
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Items Not Included in This Study 
The list of features examined in this chapter does not represent a 
comprehensive collection of all linguistic peculiarities in Sefer Bilvam, but rather only 
those for which we can establish a clear dialectal significance. This means that several 
tantalizing philological cruces in the pericope have been omitted from this discussion. 
For instance, the enigmatic character of the unusual word טַרָי (Num 22:32) invites 
close philological analysis, but the cognate evidence is far too thin to warrant a 
dialectal explanation for the term. The word ןֶוָא “misfortune” in Num 23:21 is a 
somewhat more promising case; but while Chen suggested it as a possible 
northernism,305 he felt that the evidence, which is entirely inner-biblical and attests 
Judahite as well as Israelian contexts for the term, was insufficient to make such a 
declaration outright.306 
Still more significant is the unusual ending  -וֹ  in the phrases ֹפִּצ וֹנְבּר  (Num 
23:18), ֹרעְב וֹנְבּ (Num 24:3, 15), לֵא וֹמֻשִּׂמ (Num 24:23), most often interpreted as an 
anticipatory pronominal suffix,307 whose biblical distribution308 has led numerous 
scholars repeatedly to express the view that it is indicative of nonstandard dialect.309 
But here too the evidence is extremely equivocal. Gregory A. Wolfe’s list of biblical 
attestations is far from comprehensive, citing only 23 instances, scarcely more than 
half of which (thirteen, by his reckoning) occur in clearly non-Judahite contexts; and 
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 Chen 2000: 258–259. 
306
 See the preliminary remarks on Chen 2000: 252. 
307
 For ֹפִּצ וֹנְבּר  and ֹרעְב וֹנְבּ, see Sivan 1998: 104. For לֵא וֹמֻשִּׂמ, see Morag 1995: 65. Some maintain that 
this is a frozen case ending (see, e.g., Milgrom 1990: 321 n. 52; GKC p. 252 § 90k and 254 § 90o; and 
Joüon–Muraoka 2003: 1:284 § 93r). 
308
 For a broad examination of the occurrences of this feature in biblical Hebrew, see Robertson 1969. 
309
 Burney 1903: 209, 232; Davila 1990: 85; Wolfe 1997: 113–115. Polzin’s view (1976: 38–40) that 
this feature is a hallmark of LBH has been refuted by Rendsburg (1980: 67); but note the former’s 
passing remark that this feature was available as “a rare dialectal possibility” to the writers of SBH 
(Polzin 1976: 40). 
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his argument is fraught with problematic assumptions. C. F. Burney’s observation, 
upon which James R. Davila later drew, compares a similar construction found in 
Syriac, but overlooks the wealth of additional cognate evidence indicating that this 
pattern is common across the Semitic languages.310 Thus, although anticipatory 
suffixed pronouns are unusual, the evidence is insufficient to posit the construction’s 
non-SBH character.311 The situation is similar with the indefinite usage of the 
(normally interrogative) pronoun ַמה  (Num 23:3, 23, both times in the mouth of 
Balaam). A number of scholars have isolated this unusual feature as evidence of non-
standard dialect, particularly on the basis of its attestations in both Phoenician and 
Aramaic.312 But the range of biblical occurrences, which falls across both Israelian and 
Judahite texts covering the breadth of the biblical period, may suggest that this 
locution, though infrequent in the Bible, is common to Northwest Semitic generally. 
Beyond these examples, I refrain here from attempting further to produce an 
ostensibly comprehensive list of all items omitted from this study, since such a list 
ultimately would require me to render manifold arbitrary judgments about what 
actually constitutes a “crux” in the language of the text. Instead, it is sufficient simply 
to state that any other peculiarities that I have not examined here are absent due to 
insufficient or altogether nonexistent evidence for their non-SBH character. That said, 
however, we also must note that there is no reason to assume that the book on this 
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 See Brockelmann 1913: 2:225–228, which is cited in Rendsburg 1980: 67. Carl Brockelmann 
presented data not just from the Northwest Semitic family, but also from Ethiopic, Tigre, Akkadian, etc. 
311
 Note, however, that Rendsburg distinguished the similarly constructed periphrastic genitive in Song 
3:7, הֹמלְֹשִׁלֶּשׁ וֹתָטִּמ “the litter of Solomon,” as a demonstrably northern feature (Rendsburg 2003a: 24; 
Rendsburg 2006: 320). 
312
 Davila 1990: 85; Wolfe 1997: 112–113. See also Chen 2000: 257, and note the absence of this item 
from the comprehensive list of Israelian features presented in Rendsburg 2003a. 
 171 
matter is now closed. Future research may yield additional items to be added to the list 
assembled here. 
Assessment of the Available Evidence 
In any case, since we are concerned here with linguistic peculiarities, it is 
worthwhile to organize the items discussed at length above in such a way as to 
delineate briefly the precise manners in which they deviate from SBH. To this end, I 
have arranged the evidence into the following three distinct typologies: philological, 
literary, and locational.  
Typology #1: Philology 
The first typology consists of four philological categories, within which the 
items constituting each group are arranged not by the order in which they occur in the 
pericope, as above, but rather in such a way as to facilitate the brief comments that 
follow the typological breakdown. 
Categorical Breakdown 
Phonology: 
P1. ָרֲא־ןִמם  (Num 23:7) – Non-assimilation of nûn in preposition ןִמ 
before anarthrous noun (SBH equivalent: ֵמםָרֲא ) 
P2. וּיָטִּנ (Num 24:6) – Retention of consonantal yôd in IIIy 3mp Suffix 
Conjugation form (SBH equivalent: ִנטּוּ ) 
P3. ִעָמֶּהם  (Num 22:12) – Non-elision of hê in 3mp suffix pronoun 
when attached to the preposition ִעם  (SBH equivalent: ָמִּעם ) 
Morphology: 
M1. םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע (Num 24:8) – -םֶהיֵתוֹ  ending on fp noun with 3mp 
pronominal suffix (SBH equivalent: םָתֹמְצַע) 
M2. יֵרְרַה (Num 23:7) – Reduplicatory plural (i.e., internal a-plural) of 
geminate noun (SBH equivalent: ָהֵרי ) 
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M3. ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי (Num 23:9) – Root חשׁב  in Hitpavel stem with passive 
meaning (SBH: occurs as passive in Niphval, but not Hitpavel) 
M4. שַׁחַנ (Num 23:23), םיִשָׁחְנ (Num 24:1) – Root חנשׁ  occurring in 
nominal form (SBH: only verbal) 
M5. לַעָפּ (Num 23:23) – Root לעפ occurring in verbal form (SBH: 
attested in nominal forms, but nonproductive as verbal root) 
M6. ֻכְלַמת  (Num 24:7) – -תוּ  morpheme not characteristic of SBH 
(SBH equivalent: ָכָלְמַמה ) 
Lexicon: 
L1. עַֹבר (Num 23:10) – cognate to Syriac  (rbwh9) and Samaritan 
Aramaic עובר, with additional Akkadian and Arabic 
equivalents 
L2. יַדָע (Num 23:18) – ַעד  cognate to Old Aramaic ידע, ןידע, אידע, 
attested in the Sefire treaty inscriptions 
L3. םֻתְשׁ (Num 24:3, 15) – The reading “pierced-open” is evident in 
postbiblical Galilean sources, whose Hebrew attests a range of 
Aramaic affinities 
L4. םֵרָגְי (Num 24:8) – Denominative verbal root םרג related to 
Aramaic noun םַרְגּ “bone” 
L5. םיִלָחְנ (Num 24:6) – ַנַחל  cognate to Arabic .10 “palm tree,” rather 
than ./0 “wadi” 
L6. םיִלָגְר (Num 22:28, 32, 33) – To be interpreted here as “times,” as 
attested in other Semitic languages; cf. JBA לגר “be usual, 
frequent” (contrast SBH ְפָּעִמםי  “times” in Num 24:10) 
Syntax and Style: 
S1. םֻאְנ (Num 24:3 [2x], 4, 15 [2x], 16) – Used in conjunction with a 
human speaker (SBH: only used in conjunction with God) 
S2. םיִרֻצ // ָבְגּעתוֹ  (Num 23:9) – Less common term םיִרֻצ appears as A-
term here, thus replacing the usual SBH word pair ָהִרםי  // 
ָבְגּעתוֹ  
S3. םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ (Num 23:10) – Antithetically parallels Aramaic curse 
phrases such as החל תומ and התתממ ושאבהי 
The first two features in the Phonology category (םָרֲא־ןִמ; וּיָטִּנ) 
orthographically display phonological qualities that distinguish them from normative 
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SBH. The third item ( ִעָמֶּהם ) bears a somewhat stronger morphological component, 
due to its possible connection to the Aramaic 3mp suffix -ֹםה .313 However, because it 
is plausible that Aramaic -םֹה  and Hebrew  - ָם  represent distinct phonological 
realizations of the same underlying Proto-Semitic morpheme, I tend toward 
characterizing this feature as a matter of non-elision (a phonological issue), rather than 
of the use of a truly independent morpheme. As a consequence, I include it here rather 
than in the morphological group. 
The Morphology category includes dialectal features exhibiting a range of 
types. As noted, the first (םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע) bears some similarity to item P3 ( ִעָמֶּהם ). To 
reiterate, Hurvitz saw םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע and like forms as possibly resulting equally from an 
external relationship with Aramaic  -ֹםה , on the one hand, and an analogical internal 
connection to the Hebrew ending  -םֶהי◌ֵ  that occurs when a 3mp suffix is attached to a 
mp noun, on the other.314 Thus, this form bears both phonological and morphological 
components. However, because the feature’s distinctive character involves more than 
just the phonological issue arising in conjunction with the ending  -םה , indicated 
above, and includes the intervening monophthong -י◌ֵ-  as well, to my mind it is to be 
seen predominantly as a morphological issue. Moving on in this group, the second 
feature (יֵרְרַה) involves a distinct morphological realization of a common SBH word. 
The third, fourth, and fifth items (ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי; שַׁחַנ; לַעָפּ) constitute the largest subgroup in 
this category. These are words derived from roots that are attested in SBH, but not in 
the morphological forms they take here. The final item in this category ( ֻכְלַמת ) is a 
word exhibiting a discrete morpheme associated specifically with Aramaic and LBH, 
but not with normative Hebrew. 
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 Hurvitz 1982: 25. 
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The Lexicon category consists primarily of words whose roots are entirely 
unattested in SBH. The first four items (עַֹבר; יַדָע; םֻתְשׁ; ֵרָגְים ) fit this description. The 
fifth word (םיִלָחְנ) is unattested in Aramaic, but other cognate evidence and the term’s 
inner-biblical distribution combine to indicate the term’s non-SBH character, and 
permit us at least to speculate that an Aramaic connection may have existed. The final 
item in this group (םיִלָגְר) is distinct from the others in that the lexeme itself is 
common SBH, but here exhibits a semantic value unattested in normative Hebrew.315 
Three items of various types are collected under the Syntax and Style heading. 
The first item (םֻאְנ) is well known from SBH, but occurs in this pericope in a 
distinctive context characteristic both of non-normative Hebrew and of extrabiblical 
usages in the cognate languages. The second feature (םיִרֻצ // ָבְגּעתוֹ ) is peculiar not 
because of the individual words, but because it involves an unusually formulated word 
pair. The last item in the group (םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ) is an idiomatic phrase that has no parallel 
in the Bible, and indeed none in the Canaanite sphere prior to the Second Temple 
Period, but bears a clear relationship to the phraseology of some Old Aramaic tomb 
inscriptions such as those from Nerab. 
Discussion: Juxtaposition of SBH and non-SBH Features 
This linguistic typology reveals a remarkably even distribution of deviations 
from SBH across a range of linguistic aspects. To be sure, this does much to dispel the 
possibility that these individual phenomena, along with the observations of numerous 
scholars about their character and significance, are either accidents of discovery due to 
a limited (or corrupt) data set, or features deriving from the modern perspectives 
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applied to the text, rather than qualities inherent in the primary material itself. 
Nevertheless, while we thus may feel confident in our identification of these features, 
it is another matter entirely to posit that they constitute an intentional facet of the 
text’s composition. Thus, given that the perspective of this dissertation from the outset 
has been that these sundry dialectal usages are employed in the pericope in the service 
of two discrete literary devices, which we have called style-switching and setting-
switching, it is important to marshal all available evidence in support of the notion that 
these features have been incorporated consciously into the composition of the text. 
Some general comments to this effect appeared at the end of the previous chapter. 
Now, having laid out and discussed the specific linguistic data occupying our 
attention, we have an opportunity to observe a more concrete manifestation of the 
intentionality of these devices, by examining how certain of the dialectal features 
isolated here interact with specific corresponding elements in the surrounding text. 
In addition to the simple fact of their linguistic peculiarity, a number of non-
SBH features in Sefer Bilvam draw further attention to themselves by means of a 
juxtaposition, in each case, with some kind of contrasting SBH analogue. While in 
some cases the nonstandard feature and its standard analogue occur in close proximity 
to one another, other instances of this linkage connect points separated by a 
considerable quantity of intervening material. In these longer cases, the uptake of such 
a contrasting relationship can be experienced by the audience only in the course of its 
apprehension of large segments of the text, or even of the pericope as a whole. Here I 
describe briefly each such relationship that I have identified in the pericope. 
The non-SBH word םֵרָגְי in Num 24:8, a denominative verb from the Aramaic 
word םַרְגּ “bone,” follows immediately on the SBH word ֶעֶצם  “bone” (the form in the 
verse is םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע). This is unique among the three biblical attestations of verbs 
deriving from the root םרג. In Ezek 23:34, the object of the verb is ָהיֶשָׂרֲח “its shards,” 
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while in Zeph 3:3 no object is specified (in addition to which the verb is in the Qal, not 
the Pivel). Only here does such a close semantic relationship exist between the verb 
and its object. Hence, this relationship between םֵרָגְי and the immediately preceding 
word lends particular emphasis to the unusual quality of the verb. 
Occurring over a slightly greater distance, though still within the confines of a 
single verse, is the connection between the word םיִלָחְנ in Num 24:6 and the various 
terms for bodies of water in the subsequent lines. As shown above in the body of this 
chapter, the appropriate rendering of this word in its present context is “palm trees,” in 
parallel with the floral terms that begin each of the next three cola: תֹנַּג “gardens,” 
םיִלָהֲא “aloes,”316 and םיִזָרֲא “cedars.” I already have detailed the likely dialectal 
significance of the word םיִלָחְנ in this context. However, as noted above, Morag 
pointed out the possibility that wordplay is afoot here, since the word’s alternative 
meaning “wadis, streams” connects it semantically to the terms רָהָנ “river” and םִי ָֽמ 
“water,” which also occur in the immediately following cola.317 Thus, whereas the 
word םיִלָחְנ must be understood here to mean “palm trees,” a reading in which the 
term’s non-SBH character resides, nevertheless the “usual” meaning “wadis, streams,” 
which otherwise might remain only in the very back of the audience’s mind, is brought 
forward by the ensuing references to water. Thus, if Morag’s suggestion is to be 
entertained, this hinted wordplay serves to draw further attention to the non-SBH term. 
Also occurring across parallel cola is the juxtaposition evident in Num 23:7, 
where the non-SBH locution םָרֲא־ןִמ, in which the nûn of the preposition ןִמ is retained 
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before an anarthrous noun, is paralleled in the next colon with the usual formation 
יֵרְרַהֵמ, where the nûn disappears in favor of compensatory lengthening of the 
preceding vowel, due to the hê that follows. Precisely the same situation is evident 
elsewhere in the biblical corpus, in both prose and poetry, as demonstrated by two of 
the examples I have cited already with regard to this dialectal feature:318 
 ְ֭כֶּ֣דוֹנ רוֹפִּצָ֑נִּק־ןִמ תֶדהּ  As a bird wanders from (the) nest, 
 ֝־ן ֵֽכִּ֗אֵ֥דוֹנ שׁי׃וֹֽמוֹקְמִּמ ד  so a man wanders from his place.  
(Pr 27:8) 
ַ֥וָ֖והְי רֶמֹאיֵּ֣נְבּ־לֶא הֵ֑אָרְשִׂי יֹ֤ לֲה לַ֨רְצִמִּמ א֙םִיָ֣ה־ןִמוּ ִ֔רֹמֱאֵ֥נְבּ־ןִמוּ י֖מַּע י׃םי ִֽתְּשִׁלְפּ־ןִמוּ ןוֹ  
And Yahweh said to the people of Israel, “Did (I) not (deliver you) 
from Egypt and from the Amorite(s) and from the people of Ammon 
and from (the) Philistines?”  
(Judg 10:11) 
Note that both examples derive from contexts where non-SBH features might be 
expected: the first is in Proverbs, whose IH character has been established; and the 
example from Judges occurs in the course of a narrative set in Gilead. The first 
instance exhibits precisely the same juxtaposition as our verse from Numbers, with the 
non-SBH feature occurring first and the SBH analogue occurring second. In the prose 
example, the preposition ןִמ appears four times: first, assimilation occurs as expected; 
second, the object of the preposition is definite, so no assimilation occurs; and in the 
third and fourth instances the non-standard form occurs, with no assimilation despite 
the anarthrous object in both cases. These examples from outside of Sefer Bilvam drive 
home the impression that the juxtaposition evident in Num 23:7 is an intentional one 
that follows an established pattern. 
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The non-SBH form ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי, in the phrase ֹ ל אב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי  “is not reckoned” in Num 
23:9, occurs toward the end of Balaam’s first oracle. But it is not until near the end of 
the second oracle that we encounter its SBH counterpart, namely the word ָ֑שַּׂנְתִיא  
“rouses itself” (NJPS prefers “leaps up,” but this obscures the potentially reflexive 
sense of the stem) in Num 23:24. That is to say, the word ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי is a Hitpavel that is to 
be understood in the passive, as argued earlier in this chapter; but it is juxtaposed with 
ָ֑שַּׂנְתִיא , a Hitpavel with the “usual” reflexive or middle voice. While it may appear at 
first glance that the connection I draw between these two terms is one of superficial 
convenience, I hasten to point out the following other parallels between the respective 
couplets in which the words appear.319 First, each of these couplets begins with the 
phrase םָע־ןֶה. Second, the second word of each couplet prominently features the 
alliterative combination בל. Third, certain morphological features are shared by both 
couplets: specifically, the first colon of each ends with a Qal verb in the prefix 
conjugation, and the second colon of each begins with the combination wâw–
uniconsonantal preposition–noun. Finally, the couplet in question in the first oracle is 
expanded into a full strophe (comprised of a pair of couplets) in the second oracle—
one of a series of such expansions occurring between these two poems. Thus, the 
relationship between the two Hitpavel forms should not be seen as merely coincidental, 
but rather, in light of the additional relationships evident in the words’ respective 
contexts, as yet another conscious interplay between Balaam’s first and second oracles 
that revolves around the fronting of one of the linguistic peculiarities presented in this 
chapter. 
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The next juxtaposition of a dialectally significant feature with its SBH 
analogue occurs over a still greater distance, and even more significantly, occurs in 
prose rather than poetry. As discussed in this chapter, in the account of Balaam’s 
journey from his homeland to the region of Palestine (Num 22:21–35) the term םיִלָגְר 
occurs three times (vv. 28, 32, 33) with the meaning “times,” once in the mouth of 
Balaam’s jenny and twice in that of the messenger of Yahweh. In contrast, Balaq uses 
the term ְפָּעִמםי  in 24:10 with the same meaning. As noted above, the literary 
connection between the encounter between Balaam and Balaq and the story of Balaam 
and his donkey will be explored in the coming chapters. Meanwhile, one notes that 
this linkage in itself contributes to this overall literary picture, and it does so by 
realizing a philological distinction between a Syrian setting and a Palestinian one, or 
alternatively between characters speaking in and/or heralding from those locales. 
Moreover, one notes the span of material across which this device is utilized. Such a 
linkage reveals a broadly focused interweaving of the story of Balaam and Balaq and 
the prose material that precedes it, by connecting the introductory portion of Sefer 
Bilvam to a distant point near the end of the pericope. 
The interaction of the words ֶקֶסם  and שַׁחַנ across the pericope also fits well 
into the present discussion. Although it probably is inappropriate to view these terms 
as truly discrete SBH and non-SBH analogues of one another, the dialectal 
significance of the term שַׁחַנ has been demonstrated above, and thus its juxtaposition 
with the term ֶקֶסם —particularly in Num 23:23, in which the terms occur in parallel—
creates much the same effect as the other relationships identified here. Indeed, as an 
extension of the parallelism in the poetic couplet just mentioned, the terms also create 
an additional link that connects two prose portions of the pericope. I refer specifically 
to the use of the term ְקָסִמםי  in Num 22:7 and that of the term ָחְנִשׁםי  in Num 24:1. In 
Num 22:7, Balaq’s messengers, here identified as “the elders of Moab and the elders 
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of Midian” (ןָיְדִמ יֵנְקִזְו בָאוֹמ יֵנְקִז), are described as having “qəsāmîm in their hands” 
(םָדָיְבּ םיִמָסְקוּ). The precise sense of this statement is debated, with some views 
interpreting the term ְקָסִמםי  as either “fees for divination” “tools for divination,” while 
others read the entire expression as “versed in divination,” that is, “with divination in 
their power (hand).”320 Victor Hurowitz suggested that the phrase be interpreted 
literally as “divinations in their hands,” referring to objects produced by or in 
association with the divinatory process, on the basis of parallels from Mari.321 In any 
case, the expression clearly indicates the elders’ comfort with relying in some 
capacity, whether direct or indirect, on this magical practice. This contrasts with the 
statement in Num 24:1, where it is indicated—after the fact—that Balaam’s prior two 
oracles have relied on nəh9āšîm, and that at this point Balaam refrains from further 
employment of this practice (םיִשָׁחְנ תאַרְקִל םַעַפְבּ־םַע ַֽפְכּ ךְַלָה־ֹאלְו). 
These two verses from the pericope’s prose material both connect to the poetic 
couple in 23:23, in which Balaam states that the people of Israel do not engage in 
these two magical practices, because the divine will is revealed directly to them 
without the need for such mediating activities: 
 ִ֤כַּ֨נ־ֹאל י֙שַׁחֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  For there is no augury in Jacob, 
 ֶ֖ק־ֹאלְוֶסֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבּ םל  and no divination in Israel: 
 ֵ֗עָכֵּ֤מָאֵי תֹ֙בקֲעַיְל ר  At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob 
 ֵ֔אָרְשִׂיְלוָּ֖פּ־הַמ ל׃ל ֵֽא לַע  and to Israel what God has done. 
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The interaction between the poetic and prosaic usages of these two terms is 
highlighted by the chiastic structure of their arrangement, as revealed in the following 
table (note especially the plural endings): 
Table 1: Chiasm involving מסק)םי(  and חנשׁ)םי(  
Thus, the juxtaposition of Balaam and the elders in the prose is emphasized by 
the parallel use of the terms שַׁחַנ and ֶקֶסם  in the poetry. The elders are described as 
involving themselves with qəsāmîm (Num 22:7); but although Balaam relies on 
nəh9āšîm initially, after pronouncing the oracle in which the above strophe appears he 
desists in his reliance on this practice (Num 24:1). His reasons for doing so are 
unclear; we do not know whether he comes to believe that the practice is taboo, futile, 
or simply unnecessary. In any case, with regard to such magical activity, Balaam 
heeds his own prophetic voice, as it were, and shifts his practical orientation from that 
of magical practitioners, such as the elders, to that of Israel. In addition, the narrator’s 
withholding mention of Balaam’s previous reliance on nəh9āšîm until Num 24:1 causes 
this pattern, and the chiasm that supports it, to remain completely obscure until this 
moment. Here the entire scheme is simultaneously revealed and undone, since in the 
same moment that it becomes apparent we see Balaam abandon this practice from this 
point forward. 
  Num 22:7 Num 23:23a Num 23:23b Num 24:1 
Prose ְקָסִמםי   
(elders) 
  ָחְנִשׁםי   
(Balaam no longer) 
Poetry  שַׁחַנ םֶסֶק  
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It is worthwhile also to note that Albright preferred to read the preposition ְבּ-  
in the first couplet of Num 23:23 as “against” rather than “in.”322 I disagree, and 
maintain that the second couplet of the strophe demonstrates that the issue at stake 
here is the absence of nah9aš and qesem in Israel, rather than the ineffectuality others’ 
use of these practices against Israel. Nevertheless, the way these terms are employed 
in the prose suggests that a double meaning is not out of the question. The messengers 
in Num 22:7 bear the words and, by extension, the will of Balaq—namely, to do Israel 
harm by magical means; and although their possession of qəsāmîm is never directly 
connected to their desire or ability to accomplish this, the reference to it here is firmly 
embedded in the description of their efforts to persuade Balaam to come and assist in 
accomplishing the desired goal. Balaam, for his part, recognizes his own limitations, 
and states repeatedly that he can only proceed as directed by God.323 Nevertheless, 
twice he employs nəh9āšîm in an attempt to achieve what Balaq has brought him to do. 
Thus one has the sense that both practices have been used, directly or indirectly, 
against Israel—futilely, one notes—in the course of the prose narrative. As a result, 
the alternative reading of ְבּ-  as “against” in the poetic couplet in question may be a 
legitimate reading—though in my view clearly a secondary one, as noted above—that 
calls attention to the events recorded in the prose.  
Although this pattern of relationships appears to be limited to only a handful of 
dialectal features and their SBH counterparts, it is a striking demonstration of the 
conscious and careful use of such features in the pericope as a whole. Indeed, in one 
particular case, namely the non-assimilation of the nûn in the preposition ןִמ before an 
anarthrous noun in Num 23:7, the notion of this pattern’s intentionality is bolstered 
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still further by the supporting examples of the same phenomenon drawn from 
elsewhere in the Bible. In the end, this series of SBH–non-SBH juxtapositions in Sefer 
Bilvam stands as a concrete piece of evidence that accords completely with the 
independent observations of several scholars regarding the deliberate use of dialect as 
a literary tool in the Bible, as detailed in the previous chapter. Thus, while the true 
skeptic may equivocate on the matter of indisputable proof of intentionality with 
regard to the dialectal features that occur in the text, in my view this combination of 
independent scholarly perspectives and concrete evidence is sufficiently preponderant 
to render such a conclusion persuasive. 
Typology #2: Literary Usage 
As a result, we may create a second typology, in which our collected linguistic 
peculiarities are organized according to whether each is to be associated with style-
switching or setting-switching. The result is as follows: 
The literary employment of these deviations may be mapped out as follows. 
All items occurring in the poetic oracles are to be seen as style-switching features, 
with only a single exception, by the reckoning presented in the body of this chapter. 
Similarly, all but one of the items occurring in the prose of the pericope serve as 
setting-switching elements. 
Categorical Breakdown 
Style-switching: 
I. םָרֲא־ןִמ (Num 23:7) 
II. יֵרְרַה (Num 23:7) 
III. םיִרֻצ // ָבְגּעתוֹ  (Num 23:9) 
IV. ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי (Num 23:9) 
V. עַֹבר (Num 23:10) 
VI. םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ (Num 23:10) 
VII. יַדָע (Num 23:18) 
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VIII. שַׁחַנ (Num 23:23) 
IX. םֻאְנ (Num 24:3 [2x], 4, 15 [2x], 16) 
X. םֻתְשׁ (Num 24:3, 15) 
XI. םיִלָחְנ (Num 24:6) 
XII. וּיָטִּנ (Num 24:6) 
XIII. ֻכְלַמת  (Num 24:7) 
XIV. םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע (Num 24:8) 
XV. םֵרָגְי (Num 24:8) 
Setting-switching: 
i. ִעָמֶּהם  (Num 22:12) 
ii. םיִלָגְר (Num 22:28, 32, 33) 
iii. לַעָפּ (Num 23:23) 
iv. ָחְנִשׁםי  (Num 24:1) 
As indicated at the appropriate points earlier in this chapter, one might make 
the case that certain of the items in the Style-switching group belong with the Setting-
switching group. In the case of the word םֻתְשׁ, for example, the indirect circumstantial 
connection with Aramaic could indicate that this non-SBH feature reflects the story’s 
foreign setting rather than the speaker’s Aramean origin. Similarly, one might prefer 
to see the word לַעָפּ as an unintentional dialectal vestige, carried over from whatever 
Gileadite traditions likely served as the catalyst for the biblical Sefer Bilvam, and 
thereby excise it entirely from the discussion of deliberate setting-switching devices at 
work in the pericope. I have arranged the items here according to my own 
predilection, but acknowledge the possibility of this kind of fluidity in the categories. 
Be that as it may, however, this typology as a whole paints the overall picture of how 
these two devices are implemented across the pericope. 
Discussion: Notes on the Pericope’s Authorial Context 
This being the case, assuming that one accepts the notion that dialect has been 
utilized intentionally in Sefer Bilvam, one similarly must concede that the “default” 
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linguistic perspective evident in the text—the standard from which these linguistic 
peculiarities deviate—is Judahite. This is an important observation, because it 
contrasts with the tantalizing first impression put forward by scholars such as Wolfe. 
His study, in which he acknowledged en passant the possibility of style-switching in 
this pericope but did not consider its implications, assesses Sefer Bilvam as follows: 
It is…likely that the stories of characters such as Balaam would be 
preserved by those people who lived nearest to the events and people 
involved in the stories. … The similarities in grammar and lexicon 
between the Deir Alla texts and the accounts of Balaam in Numbers 
22–24324 are great enough that the latter will be considered a non-
Judahite text for the purposes of this study.325 
One hardly can find fault with Wolfe’s perception of the Deir vAllā material and its 
parallels with our biblical text as indicative of some sort of connection between the 
latter and the region of Gilead, where the extrabiblical Balaam traditions were 
recorded for posterity. But the evidence presented in this dissertation reveals that his 
statement is rather like a chainsaw doing the work of a scalpel. Upon close inspection 
of the linguistic data, we encounter a picture that by no means eradicates the ties 
between Sefer Bilvam and the Gileadite sphere, to be sure, but that situates the 
provenance of the biblical text, as it stands, in the Judahite sphere. In short, it is a 
Judahite text, notwithstanding either its connection to Deir vAllā or its use of non-
Judahite dialect. 
How do we explain this point from a historical perspective? As noted above, a 
small piece of temporal evidence may reside in the Old Aramaic orthography of the 
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word םיִרֻצ in Num 23:9, as opposed to the later Aramaic practice of rendering /z 9/ as ט 
(thus here we would have ֻטםיִר ). Though this datum is too minute to be instructive on 
its own, it comports nicely with the proposed 8th-century-BCE date of the Deir vAllā 
inscriptions.326 If we take this, then, as possible approximation of the date of Sefer 
Bilvam, we find in this precise timeframe a ready explanation for the Judahite 
“ground” of the pericope as a whole. 
This historical context certainly would have seen a stream of refugees from 
Gilead and other central Levantine regions entering Judah in response to the presence 
in the region of the Neo-Assyrian armies of Tiglath-Pileser III (744–727 BCE). 
Indeed, Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman pointed out that the 
archaeological evidence reveals a dramatic increase in the population of Judah in 
precisely this period: “…[I]n a few decades in the late eighth century Jerusalem grew 
in size from c. 6 to c. 60 hectares and in population from around 1000 inhabitants to 
over 10,000…. The number of settlements in the hill country to the south of Jerusalem 
swelled from perhaps 34 in the Iron IIA to 122 in the late eighth century….”327 As for 
the interpretation of this evidence, they stated, “The only reasonable way to explain 
this sudden and unprecedented demographic growth is as a result of a flow of refugees 
from the North into Judah….”328 This flow would have reached its peak in 722 
following the conquest of the northern kingdom,329 but should be seen as having 
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begun in earnest as early as the 730s, in association with the prosperity brought about 
by Judah’s incorporation into the Assyrian economic sphere under Ahaz.330 
Presumably, this influx of northern refugees would have brought with it stories 
about prominent traditional figures such as Balaam, which in turn may have provided 
a rich literary–folkloric tradition from which Judahite scribes could have drawn 
significant elements of both style and content. Indeed, as noted above, one even might 
posit the setting-switching feature לַעָפּ in Num 23:23 as evidence of a direct literary 
link between Sefer Bilvam and the traditions represented at Deir vAllā, based on the 
link between the biblical line in question and the remarkably similar clause in DAPT 
I:5.331 In general terms, this would accord precisely with Finkelstein and Silberman’s 
view that the Judahite boom that took place during this period is to be seen as a time 
of great literary production, in association with the flourishing economy and the 
spread of literacy.332 This historical context stands, therefore, as a particularly 
promising time for the development of Sefer Bilvam. 
It is worthwhile also to note briefly an entirely different treatment of these 
historical matters offered by Al Wolters, in which he attempted to explain in one fell 
swoop both the distinctive language of the Deir vAllā material and the biblical 
statements of Balaam’s Aramean origin.333 He posited that the residents of Deir vAllā 
actually were Aramean deportees who had been moved into the region by the 
Assyrians, and whose language was a kind of proto-Northwest Semitic that predated 
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the eventual split between the Aramaic and Canaanite dialectal spheres. Wolters’s 
approach is noteworthy for its attempt to situate the Balaam traditions in the historical 
stream; but unfortunately there is little to commend his argument, particularly on 
linguistic grounds. Thus, the historical perspective stated above stands, 
notwithstanding Wolters’s hypothesis. 
Typology #3: Location Within Sefer Bilvam 
Additional observations about the origin of Sefer Bilvam are possible on the 
basis of a third typological breakdown of the features identified here. This 
arrangement categorized the items according to the section of the pericope into which 
each falls, whether prose or one of the poetic oracles. 
Categorical Breakdown 
Prose Sections – Num 22:2–23:7a; 23:11–18a; 23:25–24:3a; 24:10–15a, 20a, 21a, 
23a, 25:  
Pa. ִעָמֶּהם  (Num 22:12) 
Pb. םיִלָגְר (Num 22:28, 32, 33) 
Pc. ָחְנִשׁםי  (Num 24:1) 
First Oracle – Num 23:7b–10: 
1a. םָרֲא־ןִמ (Num 23:7) 
1b. יֵרְרַה (Num 23:7) 
1c. םיִרֻצ // ָבְגּעתוֹ  (Num 23:9) 
1d. ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי (Num 23:9) 
1e. עַֹבר (Num 23:10) 
1f. םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ (Num 23:10) 
Second Oracle – Num 23:18b–24: 
2a. יַדָע (Num 23:18) 
2b. שַׁחַנ (Num 23:23) 
2c. לַעָפּ (Num 23:23) 
 189 
Third Oracle – Num 24:3b–9: 
3a. םֻאְנ (Num 24:3 [2x], 4) 
3b. םֻתְשׁ (Num 24:3) 
3c. םיִלָחְנ (Num 24:6) 
3d. וּיָטִּנ (Num 24:6) 
3e. ֻכְלַמת  (Num 24:7) 
3f. םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע (Num 24:8) 
3g. םֵרָגְי (Num 24:8) 
Fourth Oracle – Num 24:15b–19: 
4a. םֻאְנ (Num 24:15 [2x], 16) 
4b. םֻתְשׁ (Num 24:15) 
Discussion: Cohesiveness of the Pericope 
Upon examining this third typology, one is struck by the minimal use of 
dialectal features in the fourth oracle, and the subsequent brief poetic codas, despite an 
array of puzzling lexical items and toponyms therein. Indeed, the only dialectally 
significant items occurring in the fourth poem come as part of the introductory 
formula that, to all appearances, has been borrowed and expanded from the preceding 
oracle;334 and the brief poetic addenda at the close of the pericope do not evince any 
features of this kind. 
On this basis, one might suggest that style-switching has not been applied in 
the later sections to nearly the same extent as in the previous oracles, and hence that 
between Balaam’s third poetic speech and those that follow there exists some type of 
literary seam. This runs directly counter to the traditional source-critical view, which 
takes both the third and fourth oracles as representative of J, and the oldest poems in 
the pericope, with the subsequent brief sections having been appended at some later 
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point.335 The data presented here pose a problem for such a view: if the fourth oracle 
and subsequent sections are noteworthy for their lack of style-switching features, then 
it remains to explain the totally different situation in the third oracle, wherein appear 
plentiful attestations of this device. 
Moreover, it is important not to overstate the force of the linguistic evidence in 
support of the widespread view that the brief coda sections, in particular, were not 
originally of a piece with the rest of the pericope, but represent later additions. It is 
worthwhile especially to note the total absence in this supposedly late material of 
characteristics associated specifically with LBH. Only the anticipatory pronominal 
suffix in the phrase ֻשִּׂמֵא וֹמל  (Num 24:23) constitutes a feature adduced by Polzin as 
indicative of LBH;336 and given the attestations of this construction across the Semitic 
languages generally,337 Polzin’s argument does not stand.338 In fact, others have 
interpreted this feature as an “archaic-poetic construct form.”339  
However, even if we establish with certainty the antiquity of Balaam’s fourth 
oracle and the brief poetic codas that follow, the question of their connection to the 
rest of the pericope remains somewhat open, for it still may be argued that they were 
appended to the preceding material at a later date. As it happens, the linguistic data are 
insufficient to contest such a perspective, although one notes that while the application 
of style-switching in these sections is reduced greatly, it does not disappear altogether. 
However, what such a view fails to provide is an explanation of how these sections 
work literarily in conjunction with the rest of the pericope. The text itself explicitly 
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calls attention to the distinctive character of the fourth oracle, possibly including the 
subsequent codas: Balaam himself explains that unlike the previous three oracles, his 
remaining prophetic speech will be overtly predictive (Num 24:14). This statement 
serves to distance the fourth oracle from the third, supposedly its fellow representative 
of the J material in the pericope, while strengthening the perception that the fourth 
oracle and the subsequent sections which share this predictive quality, are to be seen  
Table 2: Typological Synopsis of Dialectal Features in Sefer Bilvam 
Verse Feature 
Philological 
Siglum 
Literary 
Siglum 
Locational 
Siglum 
Num 22:12 םֶהָמִּע P3 i Pa 
Num 22:28 םיִלָגְר L6 ii Pb 
Num 22:32 םיִלָגְר L6 ii Pb 
Num 22:33 םיִלָגְר L6 ii Pb 
Num 23:7 םָרֲא־ןִמ 
יֵרְרַה 
P1 
M2 
I 
II 
1a 
1b 
Num 23:9 םיִרֻצ // תוֹעָבְגּ 
ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי 
S2 
M3 
III 
IV 
1c 
1d 
Num 23:10 עַֹבר 
םיִרָשְׁי תוֹמ 
L1 
S3 
V 
VI 
1e 
1f 
Num 23:18 יַדָע L2 VII 2a 
Num 23:23 שַׁחַנ 
לַעָפּ 
M4 
M5 
VIII 
iii 
2b 
2c 
Num 24:1 ִשָׁחְנםי  M4 iv Pc 
Num 24:3 םֻאְנ 
םֻאְנ 
םֻתְשׁ 
S1 
S1 
L3 
IX 
IX 
X 
3a 
3a 
3b 
Num 24:4 םֻאְנ S1 IX 3a 
Num 24:6 םיִלָחְנ 
וּיָטִּנ 
L5 
P2 
XI 
XII 
3c 
3d 
Num 24:7 תֻכְלַמ M6 XIII 3e 
Num 24:8 םֶהיֵתֹמְצַע 
םֵרָגְי 
M1 
L4 
XIV 
XV 
3f 
3g 
Num 24:15 םֻאְנ 
םֻאְנ 
םֻתְשׁ 
S1 
S1 
L3 
IX 
IX 
X 
4a 
4a 
4b 
Num 24:16 םֻאְנ S1 IX 4a 
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as a group. In addition, however, it bridges the contrast between the poetic material in 
the earlier three oracles and that appearing at the end, such that the disruptive force of 
this disjunction is neutralized enough for the pericope to hold together. Consequently, 
I submit that an awareness of the relationship between this material and its context is 
at least as important as a recognition of its divergence. This and many similar issues 
will occupy our attention in great detail in the coming chapters, as we proceed to 
assess such questions from the standpoint of the literary aspects of the pericope. 
In the meantime, for the sake of convenience, the three typologies presented 
here are summarized in Table 2, presented above, which lists all linguistic features 
discussed in this chapter in the order they appear, together with a synopsis of their 
sigla in each of the typological schemata. 
The two devices examined here, style-switching and setting-switching, 
eminently contribute to the literary character of the text by means of perhaps the most 
basic element of which the text is constituted, namely, language. Thus we see in this 
aspect of our pericope a marvelously rich blending of facets refracting equally in 
lower- and higher-critical perspectives on Sefer Bilvam. Having thus situated the use 
of dialect—a fundamentally philological aspect of the text—within the overarching 
literary discussion, in the subsequent chapters we will delve more deeply into the full 
range of literary qualities that arise in the pericope. 
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CHAPTER 4 
LITERARY PERSPECTIVES ON SEFER BILvAM: 
BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 
Introductory Remarks 
Having presented detailed linguistic evidence for style-switching and setting-
switching in Sefer Bilvam and examined the implications of these devices for our 
understanding of the text, in the next three chapters I offer a broader examination of 
the various literary components at work in this pericope. Chapter 4 undertakes a 
general review of the development of literary approaches in modern biblical studies, 
devoting special attention to their arrival as a response to established critical methods. 
Chapter 5 presents data from the pericope pertaining to a series of specific literary 
devices such as keywords, ambiguity, repetition with variation, allusion, and so on. 
Because of the wide range of material to be examined, in conjunction with each data 
type I will present the pertinent theoretical background in a brief discussion 
introducing the section to follow. In Chapter 6, I bring these data together in a 
thematic examination of the pericope, and explore how these specific elements are 
employed as the building blocks of the larger ideas expressed in the text. In this way, 
the methods and perspectives that have appeared piecemeal in prior literary 
scholarship on the Bible, including both general theoretical works and those in which 
this pericope garners specific attention, are united here in an overarching assessment 
of Sefer Bilvam as a whole. 
In addition, although the primary goal of my research is not to level an attack 
against source criticism, from time to time the discussion will provide occasion for a 
critique of this approach, and ultimately will provide an alternative way of looking at 
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this pericope that focuses not on its disparate precursors and editorial layers, but on the 
character and operation of the entire text as a unified literary whole. 
Buber, Auerbach, and the Inception of Large-scale Literary Analysis of the Bible 
There can be no doubt that modern literary approaches to the Bible are 
indebted, in broad terms if not by direct connection, to the early-20th-century 
contributions of Martin Buber. Critical at times of traditional source criticism, Buber 
believed that “the interpreter had to go beyond the fragmentation of the Bible which 
the documentary hypothesis caused and seek the hints of unity throughout a section or 
book of the Bible.”1 To this end, he endeavored to combine the historical-critical 
methods of the day with his unique sensitivity to the literary aspects of the material, as 
exemplified specifically in his recognition of keywords (Leitwörter) that help convey 
important concepts in biblical narrative, both within passages of limited size and 
across lengthy stretches of text.2 His initial efforts culminated in a German translation 
of the Torah, produced in the late 1920s by Buber and his friend, the theologian Franz 
Rosenzweig, with Buber alone completing the rest of the Tanakh in the subsequent 
decades. In association with this translation, the two men developed an extensive array 
of ideas about translation theory and biblical literature, which were published as a 
series of essays in 1936, in a volume entitled Die Schrift und ihre Verdeutschung.3 
Buber’s work invited future generations to perceive the literature of the Bible 
in new ways, and to pay close attention to expressive nuances, such as keywords, that 
previously had gone largely unremarked. In 1946, Erich Auerbach took up this 
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challenge, and embarked on a hitherto unprecedented approach to understanding 
biblical narrative. The first chapter of his volume Mimesis: The Representation of 
Reality in Western Literature, entitled “Odysseus’ Scar,”4 presented a lengthy 
comparison of the book of Genesis and the Odyssey, two pillars of ancient literature 
whose respective narrative styles are, in a word, “antithetical,”5 juxtaposed according 
to their wholly “different conception[s] of the elevated style and of the sublime.”6 He 
began by recalling the scene in Book 19 of the Odyssey in which Odysseus has finally 
come home, but aims to hide his identity from Penelope. Noting that every small detail 
of setting, action, and innermost feeling is “scrupulously externalized and narrated in 
leisurely fashion,”7 he proceeded to identify what he called “the basic impulse of the 
Homeric style: to represent phenomena in a fully externalized form, visible and 
palpable in all their parts, and completely fixed in their spatial and temporal 
relations.”8 His final summation of this literature stated that “the Homeric style knows 
only a foreground, only a uniformly illuminated, uniformly objective present.”9 
In contrast, Auerbach, pointed out, the lacunae in the story of the binding of 
Isaac (Genesis 22) are so pervasive and pronounced as to be a defining characteristic 
of the narrative. Addressing only the opening verse of the pericope, in which God calls 
to Abraham and Abraham replies “Here I am,” he catalogued a monumental series of 
unanswered questions: 
Where are the two speakers? We are not told. … Whence does [God] 
come, whence does he call to Abraham? We are not told. … Nor are we 
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told anything of his reasons for tempting Abraham so terribly. …[N]or 
have the deliberations of his own heart been presented to us; 
unexpected and mysterious, he enters the scene from some unknown 
height or depth and calls: Abraham! … 
Where is [Abraham]? We do not know. … Where he is actually, 
whether in Beersheba or elsewhere, whether indoors or in the open air, 
is not stated; it does not interest the narrator, the reader is not informed; 
and what Abraham was doing when God called to him is left in the 
same obscurity.10 
This terse style continues, Auerbach observed, through the whole of the narrative. 
With regard to the depiction of Abraham’s journey to the sacrificial site, he stated that 
“the journey is like a silent progress through the indeterminate and the contingent, 
which is inserted, like a blank duration, between what has passed and what lies 
ahead….”11 And the introduction of Isaac as a primary character in the narrative 
exhibits the same characteristics: “…[H]e may be handsome or ugly, intelligent or 
stupid, tall or short, pleasant or unpleasant—we are not told. Only what we need to 
know about him as a personage in the action, here and now, is illuminated….”12 Thus, 
by means of “the externalization of only so much of the phenomena as is necessary for 
the purpose of the narrative, [with] all else left in obscurity,”13 the text comes to 
exhibit foreground and background as clearly distinct fields: the unspecified details, 
the unspoken thoughts, emotions and motives, combine to form a subtext whose force 
both rivals and enriches that of the surface narrative. 
It is in regard to the Bible’s portrayal of the human characters, and specifically 
the understatement of their psychological inner workings, that Auerbach most clearly 
articulated his idea that the laconic quality of biblical narrative is a deeply complex 
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form of narrative art. The Homeric poems, with their perpetual foregrounding, are 
“comparatively simple in their picture of human beings,”14 whose emotions, “though 
strong, …find expression easily.”15 In contrast, “human beings in the biblical stories 
have greater depths of time, fate, and consciousness….”16 To put it more broadly, 
there is an expansive and intricate range of possibility in the biblical depiction of the 
human inner life that is absent in the Greek epics: “In Homer, the complexity of the 
psychological life is shown only in the succession and alternation of emotions; 
whereas the [biblical] writers were able to express the simultaneous existence of 
various layers of consciousness and the conflict between them.”17 
Auerbach was a literary critic, not a Bible scholar, and certain aspects of his 
analysis reveal a somewhat rudimentary encounter with such central problems as 
historicity, textual authority, and the relationship between biblical narrative and 
religious belief. For example, his conviction of the single-minded religious intent of 
biblical narrative led him to a conclusion that would seem to contradict the very 
observations he had already articulated, namely that the biblical authors’ “freedom in 
creative or representative imagination was severely limited…perforce reduced to 
composing an effective version of the pious tradition.”18 Then too, Alter pointed out 
that for all their sweeping penetration, his observations did not quite achieve the 
subtlety demanded by the range of stylistic and generic possibilities in the biblical 
corpus: the satire of Esther, the set-piece of Job, and the historiographical narratives 
about early monarchic Israel, for example, each exhibit a unique set of nuanced 
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sensibilities.19 Despite its flaws, however, I emphasize Auerbach’s study here because 
I believe it is worthwhile to appreciate its groundbreaking character. The task that he 
undertook, that is, to come to terms with the challenges of the biblical text in a 
cohesive and illuminating fashion, is at the core of any critical approach to the Bible. 
But his application of a literary-critical consciousness to this task presaged a whole 
generation of Bible scholars who would begin to engage the text in the same manner 
on a much wider scale. 
The Established Methods: Source-critical and Other “Scientific” Approaches to 
Understanding the Bible 
Moreover, this legacy doubtless would have had considerably less resounding 
significance if it were not for the propensity of contemporary biblical criticism on the 
whole to engage many of the difficulties and questions encountered in the Bible not as 
matters of style, but as incongruities in need of some kind of scientific explication. 
Indeed, the later explosion of literary interest in the Bible in the 1970s occurred within 
a scholarly context predominated by source criticism, the incumbent methodology in 
biblical studies for decades prior. Thus, due to the import of source criticism in 
biblical studies generally, it is important that we review this methodology, for it 
largely characterizes the critical climate in which literary approaches began to 
proliferate. A thorough discussion of its origins and development, a task for which 
whole volumes have proved inadequate, is beyond the scope of this dissertation; but a 
brief summary of its form and mechanics in recent times is useful for our purposes. 
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The scholars whose work I review here took up the legacy of biblical criticism 
as it stood subsequent to the efforts of a few important scholars of the pre-modern era. 
For instance, Thomas Hobbes devoted an entire chapter of his 17th-century work 
Leviathan to an examination of the books of the Hebrew canon, with an eye toward 
their compilation and integration of preexisting documents. In particular, he called into 
question the entire idea of Moses’s authorship of the Torah, an idea championed also 
Benedict Spinoza in the decades after Hobbes. Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologo-
Politicus, published in 1670, called for a renewed attention to the peculiarities of the 
language and world of the Bible, free of modern prejudices or interpretive filters. In 
this way, he set the stage for the close, detail-oriented analysis of modern scholarship. 
In the wake of these two figures’ efforts, Jean Astruc proposed in the middle of the 
18th century that the Torah represents a combination of two different sources, each of 
which uses a different name for God, a hypothesis that served as a central element in 
the later development of source criticism, as we shall see. Later, in the early 19th 
century, W. M. L. de Wette argued that Deuteronomy is independent of the rest of the 
Torah, on the basis of its distinct style, legal system, and sensibilities about the role of 
the Temple. He concluded that Deuteronomy could not have been written before the 
time of Josiah in the 7th century BCE.20 
Wellhausen 
In the wake of the contributions of scholars such as these, it is unsurprising that 
the developing source-critical approach of the late 19th century was built on the 
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underlying premise that at myriad points, the Torah evinces disunity and inconsistency 
of varying types and degrees. The overarching theoretical framework that has arisen in 
response to this observation, known as the Documentary Hypothesis, finds its roots 
primarily in the late-19th-century endeavors of Julius Wellhausen, who, though not the 
first to consider the Torah from this perspective, was responsible to a great extent for 
developing what now is considered to be the classic formulation of the hypothesis. In 
essence, this formulation states that the various disunities and inconsistencies in the 
Torah are to be interpreted as vestiges of an editorial process by which four 
preexisting documents were redacted into a single continuous work. Each of these 
sources, which are designated respectively as the J or Yahwist, the E or Elohist, the D 
or Deuteronomist, and the P or Priestly documents, is conceived as a continuous 
written narrative with a distinct character and perspective.  
This being the case, says the hypothesis, a careful analysis of the literary 
seams, unharmonized elements, and other hallmarks of editorial activity should permit 
a clear differentiation of the four sources, which then may be analyzed independently. 
The specific types of evidence traditionally marshalled in this cause may be organized 
under broad headings, as articulated for example by R. N. Whybray, whose 
examination of the underpinnings of modern source criticism distinguishes three such 
categories evident in prior scholarship: 1) language and style, including the word 
choices, literary conventions, and stylistic character of each source; 2) repetitions, 
duplications and contradictions, either between passages or within a single passage, 
that indicate the competing perspectives and content of the sources; and 3) differences 
of culture, religion and theology that reveal the characteristic attitudes of the 
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sources.21 With respect to changes in the divine names, according to which the sources 
might be distinguished based on the usage of the names ְיָוהה  and ֱאלִֹהםי , although 
scholars such as Otto Eissfeldt treated this element as a fourth independent category,22 
Whybray’s summary incorporates it under the rubric of word choice.23 Additionally, 
Antony F. Campbell and Mark A. O’Brien specified a fifth criterion, which they called 
“evidence of compilation and redaction of parallel accounts.”24 Their precise intent is 
unclear, since they provided no descriptive details for this category; but if I take their 
meaning correctly, it appears that this evidence too can be absorbed into Whybray’s 
breakdown under the heading involving repetitions, duplications and contradictions. In 
the end, therefore, we may view Whybray’s tripartite breakdown as a useful summary 
of the traditional basis for the differentiation of the sources. 
Gunkel 
In the early years of the 20th century, Hermann Gunkel embarked on an 
exploration of a related but distinct critical mode, worthy of a brief review here, called 
form criticism. This approach utilized an evaluative method based on the 
contemporary study of oral traditions in the field of European folklore.25 Taking the 
Documentary Hypothesis as his point of departure, he viewed Genesis as a series of 
individual stories whose oral precursors were complete narrative units in themselves, 
with no connection to a continuous historical progression or to one another. All of 
these stories came into existence within particular socio-historical contexts, were 
                                                 
 
21
 See the extended assessment of these criteria in Whybray 1987: 55–116. 
22
 Eissfeldt 1965: 182. 
23
 Whybray 1987: 63–72. 
24
 Campbell–O’Brien 1993: 6. 
25
 The following discussion refers in particular to Gunkel 1901. 
 202 
transmitted orally over several generations, and ultimately were collected into the 
written documents J and E. 
The task that Gunkel set himself, then, was to isolate these individual stories 
within the book of Genesis according to a system of criteria that was assembled by 
Axel Olrik, the Danish folklorist.26 Whybray offered a systematic catalogue of these 
criteria,27 which we may summarize as follows. 
 Each oral narrative recounts a linear plotline involving a single 
main character, which moves toward a decisive climactic (and thus 
concluding) action. 
 It presents the various scenes of the plot in vivid clarity; but it never 
presents interactions involving more than two characters, and 
indeed it eschews all extraneous details, whether of setting, 
characters, or chronology (such as retrospection and prospection). 
 It utilizes elements such as repetition, intensification, and patterning 
to provide certain emphases and to heighten the tension leading up 
to the dénouement. 
One immediately notes that these laws bear no relationship to the content of 
oral narrative, but only to its formal qualities. This fact gave rise to the term “form 
criticism” as a designation for Gunkel’s application of this model in the context of 
biblical studies. His approach garnered great interest, and a number of scholars, such 
as Albrecht Alt, Gerhard von Rad, and Klaus Westermann, continued to explore and 
refine his approach to the pre-literary history of the material in the Torah and the rest 
of the biblical corpus. 
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Eissfeldt 
A particularly important reverberation intertwining both Gunkel’s form-critical 
approach and source criticism generally is the meticulous generic review of the Torah 
undertaken by Eissfeldt’s 1934 volume The Old Testament: An Introduction represents 
a particularly important study in which Gunkel’s form-critical approach and source-
critical methods are intertwined.28 Long viewed as a cornerstone of mid-20th-century 
biblical studies, Eissfeldt’s work carefully revisits the origins of source criticism, 
tracing the idea of multiple sources back as far as the mid-1700s with Astruc’s work 
on the book of Genesis, and then moves on to a thorough exploration of the many 
variant positions articulated in scholarly discourse on the Documentary Hypothesis. 
Prominent among these are three important nuances still exhibiting currency in source-
critical circles, whose effect is evident in Eissfeldt’s own reasoning. The first is that 
the strands of the sources proposed by the Documentary Hypothesis in fact extend 
beyond the Torah, and through the book of Joshua. Thus one frequently encounters 
references to the “Hexateuch” in source-critical literature. 
Second, Eissfeldt pointed out that certain parts of the Torah, particularly but 
not exclusively the legal material, do not lend themselves easily to the scrutiny of the 
Documentary Hypothesis. In response to the inclination to apply the hypothesis to this 
material in the same manner as to the narrative of the Torah, Eissfeldt wrote: 
Thus it is proper…to examine the application of the documentary 
hypothesis only in those sections where we are concerned with the 
analysis of larger complexes of narrative, and only to apply it with 
reserve to the legal corpora. … [In] this we may be led by the character 
of the corpus of law itself, which defies any neat division into 
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[multiple] basic corpora, and suggests rather amplifications of one 
basic corpus….29 
Whybray neatly summed up the implication of this kind of observation in a more 
general way: “A few passages…are not derived from any of the main four documents 
but must be regarded as independent fragments.”30 In other words, the import of 
Eissfeldt’s statement for source criticism is that, to all appearances, the basic material 
of the Torah drawn from the four main documents was supplemented by additional 
material from outside of these sources.31 
The third important nuance incorporated into Eissfeldt’s presentation was 
attested in preliminary form already in the work of Wellhausen in the late 19th century, 
but over the course of the 20th it underwent extensive refinement. In essence, the idea 
is that the J, E, D, and P documents themselves went through multiple editorial phases, 
and thus may be broken down into various layers. Thus, for example, in the early 20th 
century Rudolf Smend envisioned J as actually comprised of two distinct parallel 
sources, J1 and J2, which later were combined into a single document.32 Later, von Rad 
articulated the similar view that P consists of parallel strands, which he labeled PA and 
PB,33 and in fact the issue of redactional layers in P has received extensive attention in 
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scholarship generally up to the present.34 Indeed, Eissfeldt himself identified Smend’s 
J1 as an independent “lay source,” thus labeled L, whose antiquity is indicated by its 
lack of association with liturgical and cultic matters; and, having relabeled J1 in this 
fashion, he concomitantly referred to J2 simply as J.35 He also understood both the 
Holiness Code36 of Leviticus (chapters 17–26), labeled H, and what he called the 
“Book of the Covenant” (Exodus 20:22–23:33), labeled B, as independent documents 
that should be distinguished from the core material of the four main sources.37 As a 
result, in his volume we encounter statements such as the following, which refers to 
Genesis 14: “With this narrative it is quite clear that it presupposes the already 
complete compilation L + J + E + B + D + H + P, and that it has been inserted into 
it.”38 Thus, in Eissfeldt’s view, this chapter from Genesis is one of several 
supplementary passages of the type described above. 
Another noteworthy aspect of Eissfeldt’s volume is that prior to embarking on 
a discussion of the Torah and its sources, it presents a highly meticulous and complex 
catalogue of the various genres encountered in the biblical corpus, discussing and 
applying a range of technical terms to the material. This examination of genre 
coincides closely with Gunkel’s form-critical approach because of the detailed formal 
considerations involved in the establishment of generic distinctions. The extremely 
high level of detail present in Eissfeldt’s breakdown is plain to see in the following 
table, in which the original material is somewhat condensed. 
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Table 3: Summation of Eissfeldt’s Generic Breakdown39 
I. Prose types II. Sayings III. Songs 
1. Speeches, sermons, 
prayers 
2. Records 
a. Contracts 
b. Letters 
c. Lists 
d. Laws 
e. Cultic ordinances 
3. Narratives 
a. Poetic narratives 
1. Myths 
2. Fairy-tale, 
fable, tale 
3. Saga 
4. Legends 
b. Historical 
narratives 
1. Reports 
2. Popular 
history 
3. Autobiography 
4. Accounts of 
dreams and 
visions 
5. Prophetic 
Autobiography 
1. Sayings of various 
kinds 
a. Sayings from the 
life of the 
individual 
b. Sayings from the 
life of the 
community 
2. Legal sayings 
3. Cultic sayings 
a. Divine sayings 
b. Priestly sayings 
c. Lay sayings 
4. Prophetic sayings 
a. Ecstatic 
possession as the 
ultimate source of 
the prophetic 
saying 
b. Prediction and 
warning 
c. Oracular poems 
d. Other literary 
types employed by 
the prophets 
5. Proverb, riddle, and 
wisdom sayings 
1. Songs of work and 
harvest, drinking 
songs, songs of 
marriage and love, 
watchman’s songs 
2. Mocking songs and 
funeral dirges 
3. Royal songs and 
victory songs 
4. Cultic songs 
a. Royal cult songs 
b. “Spiritual songs” 
c. Hymns 
d. Accession songs 
e. The “sentence of 
judgment” 
f. National laments 
g. Collective songs of 
trust 
h. Individual laments 
i. Individual songs of 
trust 
j. Collective songs of 
thanksgiving 
k. Individual songs of 
thanksgiving 
5. Wisdom poems 
It is plain that the larger categories II and III refer specifically and solely to biblical 
passages constituted of poetry, and that by “poetic narratives” Eissfeldt refers to 
narrative passages deemed not to be historical or annalistic in content—to “stories,” 
not “histories.” Also clear are that some of the sections consist of a number of parts, 
each of which Eissfeldt addressed in turn; but I have collapsed them here under their 
primary heading for reasons of space. 
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Noth 
An equally significant contribution to biblical scholarship that owed much to 
the earlier form-critical efforts of Gunkel was Martin Noth’s development of a 
traditio-historical approach (Überlieferungsgeschichte) to the Torah, an extensive 
articulation of which first appeared in his 1948 work A History of Pentateuchal 
Traditions.40 Where Noth’s model deviated from Gunkel’s was in its relative lack of 
concern with the process by which the oral precursors of the source documents were 
compiled in written form. This topic, Noth stated, was the purview of source criticism, 
which by his own time, he believed, did not warrant extensive review: “…[T]he 
questions of the purely literary prehistory of the Pentateuch in its final form have been 
for some time so exclusively the object of interest of Old Testament scholarship and 
have been so thoroughly treated that, even though definitive and generally accepted 
solutions have not been reached in every regard, they certainly do not require fresh 
examination….”41 In any case, he continued, the uncertainties and debates in the 
source-critical arena held little bearing on his efforts, “[f]or compared with oral 
transmission, literary fixations are secondary, and the time and circumstances of their 
appearance provide no direct indication of the origin and significance of the traditions 
absorbed in them.”42 That said, however, he acknowledged the conceptual reliance of 
his own efforts on methodological notions championed in source criticism: “…[O]ur 
access to the beginnings of the Pentateuchal tradition does, in fact, necessarily begin 
with the literary end-product, and from there we work back through the still 
recognizable early literary stages.”43 
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The chief presupposition of the traditio-historical approach as articulated by 
Noth was that the material constituting the Torah originally was a body of orally 
developed narratives, without specific “authors,” that was transmitted “within the 
anonymous totality of the tribes and their several clans at those times when they were 
gathered together, that is, preeminently on cultic occasions.”44 The assumption of a 
cultic setting for these preliterary traditions derived directly from Gunkel,45 and it led 
Noth to the supposition that the shift to a written mode of preservation must have 
occurred in tandem with the shift of the Israelite tribal confederacy to a unified state: 
During the time of statehood, the saga-tradition is replaced, as a rule, 
by written history. This historiography, though at first quite 
unpretentious, is always in its own way a “scholarly” work behind 
which there is no longer a community which enjoys telling and hearing 
stories, but rather some author whose name may or may not be known 
to posterity. … The beginnings of a distinct historiography appear 
concomitantly with the formation of Israel as a state, and indeed within 
the circle of the royal court.46 
It is evident from this statement that Noth’s conception of both the oral and the written 
stages accorded with his vision of its specific historical context. Thus, just as the 
source-critical delineation and evaluation of J, E, D, and P was rooted in current ideas 
about the reconstructed history of Israel, so too did Noth’s hypotheses correspond to 
his own view of Israel’s prehistory and the process by which this stage was 
transformed into the later historical periods. It is in this way that “tradition” and 
“history” were intertwined in his traditio-historical approach. 
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I raise form criticism and traditio-historical criticism as important offshoots of 
source criticism, but it is important to recognize the general degree to which they are 
rooted in the Documentary Hypothesis. To be sure, there have been occasional efforts 
to distance these two modes from their source-critical origin. This was undertaken 
with regard to form criticism, for instance, in Johannes Pedersen’s 1920 study Israel 
I–II: Sjæleliv og Samfundsliv and the 1934 follow-up article “Passahfest und 
Passahlegende,” in which he identified Exodus 1–15 not as a compilation of various 
written sources, but as a continuous account that had been expanded orally over a 
period of centuries.47 And with regard to the traditio-historical approach, Rolf 
Rendtorff’s 1977 volume Das überlieferungsgeschichtliche Problem des Pentateuch is 
a useful example.48 Here, he articulated the view that the methods of source criticism, 
though generally acceptable in themselves, had been misapplied in the Documentary 
Hypothesis, and in any case our conclusions about the Torah’s precanonical sources 
should be accepted only if they can be corroborated by the findings of traditio-
historical analysis. But these two exceptional examples tend, if anything, both to 
confirm and to call attention to the genetic connection between these two 
methodologies and their ancestor, source criticism.49 
Problems with the “Scientific” Approaches 
The foregoing very brief and cursory review is far from exhaustive, but it 
offers a snapshot of the major trends in biblical scholarship up through the first two-
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thirds of the 20th century. As important and widespread as these approaches were, 
however, over time they became the focus of a range of criticisms that called attention 
to a whole range of difficulties underlying the edifice of source criticism. In 1987, 
Whybray’s volume The Making of the Pentateuch: A Methodological Study offered a 
very thorough assessment of the development, underpinnings, and current state of the 
Documentary Hypothesis, together with a careful critique that brought together the 
range of hesitant or dissenting perspectives articulated in the preceding decades.50 He 
pointed out several questionable assumptions underlying the hypothesis, and also 
called attention to certain overzealous attempts to refine its level of detail that 
ultimately undermined some of its central tenets. These observations were summarized 
in an eleven-point list.51 Some of these points concern the minutiae of the theological 
and historical perspectives generated by the hypothesis, and need not concern us here; 
but others are instructive for our purposes, and can be condensed under two broad 
subject headings. Both issues relate directly to an established source-critical idea about 
the very nature of the source documents themselves. As Whybray put it, the source 
critics “assumed that the purpose of each of the authors of the documents was to write 
a consistent and continuous account of the origins and early history of Israel, suitably 
adapted to the national, religious and ethical notions prevailing in their time: they 
were, in other words, by intention, historians.”52 The two points of interest for us 
reside in the notions of consistency and continuity. 
The first matter goes back to the basic premise of the Documentary 
Hypothesis, that apparent disunities or inconsistencies in the Torah are to be attributed 
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to the vicissitudes of the editorial process by which the source documents were 
combined. This premise necessarily implies that the sources themselves were 
completely internally consistent in all of the criteria designated above: each source 
exhibits no linguistic or stylistic variation outside of a certain characteristic range, 
particularly in its use of divine names; each source is entirely free of repetitions or 
contradictions of any kind; and each source is entirely homogeneous in its cultural and 
theological outlook. Certainly this is a problematic way to approach any body of 
literature, whether composite or otherwise, as Whybray observed with regard to the 
early adoption of this perspective in source-critical circles: 
…[T]heir application of this criterion…was even more rigid than that 
practised by the writers of their own time, and perhaps of any other 
time. They assumed that a writer never makes a statement twice over, 
never allows himself a digression but always sticks to the point, and 
never contradicts himself even in the smallest matter. Any failing of 
this order was seized upon as evidence of a conflation of documents.53 
He went on to point out, further, that while such rigor perhaps may be identified as a 
goal of the scholar, it is not generally applicable to the endeavors of the literary artist. 
But even more importantly, this assumption leads to reverberations in source criticism 
that extend beyond the authors of the sources themselves, to those figures who in a 
sense are at the core of the entire Documentary Hypothesis: the redactors. 
Since the development of the hypothesis did not concern itself with whether or 
not the practice being suggested—“the creation of new historical works by the simple 
conflation of older ones covering the same ground”54—was in any way normative in 
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the ancient world,55 its proponents “appear to have taken it for granted that [the 
redactor’s] motive was basically the same as that of the authors of the documents 
which they [sic] conflated: his intention was to produce a new ‘history of early 
Israel’—that is, one which was an ‘improved version’….”56 Yet, if the troublesome 
inconsistencies in the final version are hallmarks of the redactors’ efforts, then it is 
striking that despite their common purpose, the redactors often made little or no 
attempt to achieve the strict consistency that purportedly was so important to the 
authors of the sources. 
If the documents postulated by the hypothesis possessed some kind of 
unity and consistency—and it is this which is held to give them 
plausibility—then the redactors were the persons who wantonly 
destroyed that unity and consistency—and again, the hypothesis 
depends on believing that they did. … Thus the hypothesis can only be 
maintained on the assumption that, while consistency was the hallmark 
of the various documents, inconsistency was the hallmark of the 
redactors. … [But] if the redactors were manifestly not primarily 
concerned with achieving consistency in their “improved” history, why 
should it be assumed that consistency was an overriding concern of the 
authors of the original documents, whose purpose was more or less the 
same as that of the redactors? And if after all this was not the 
overriding concern of the authors, the criteria for separating one 
document from another lose their force.57 
Indeed, even the redactors’ supposedly lax treatment of the source documents exhibits 
a range of manifestations. “[I]n some cases—in the double accounts of the same 
event—they preserved the two accounts separately and placed them either side by 
side…or at different points in the total narrative…, while in others they interwove the 
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two (or more) accounts to form a single composite narrative…, being apparently quite 
indifferent equally to the resulting incongruities of reiteration and contradiction….”58 
These two opposing editorial practices—one that preserves everything from both 
sources and another that incorporates material from one while omitting the parallel 
content from another—frequently have been employed at the whim of the source 
critic, without concern for the distinction between the two or the possibility of some 
motivation for this distinction. 
To take one example relating specifically to Sefer Bilvam, we may consider a 
few comments by Noth, who stated that “the Balaam story is obviously not a unified 
whole. This is clear from the unmotivated change, explicable only on literary critical 
[that is, source-critical] grounds, in the designation of God (‘Yahweh’ and ‘God’), as 
well as from the existence of obvious doublets (cf. right at the beginning 22.3a//3b).”59 
But at the same time, regarding Num 22:12 in which Elohim instructs Balaam the first 
time, Noth expressed the belief that the single word רֹאָת belonged not to E but to J, 
and went on to say that “[i]f this is correct, then J, too, contained an account of 
instructions given by Yahweh to Balaam, an account which has been for the most part 
suppressed by the E-variant.”60 Thus, in one place the redactor felt compelled to 
record equivalent material from both sources in a paratactic catalogue, while in 
another he freely “cut” material from J in favor of E’s formulation of the same 
content. According to the traditional source-critical perspective, the question of why 
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each approach was undertaken in its specific context is unimportant, as is the very fact 
of their difference.61 
To return to Whybray’s observation about the incongruity between the values 
guiding authorial as against editorial activities, his point strikes at the heart of the 
Documentary Hypothesis, because it raises the possibility that the inconsistencies in 
the Torah are to be understood not as the haphazard results of careless editing, but as 
reflective of some other component of the material itself. The problem is exacerbated, 
however, by the fact that, once J, E, D, and P had been isolated to the satisfaction of 
most scholars, upon exposure to further scrutiny the sources themselves revealed 
similar, if less obvious, signs of disunity and inconsistency. Thus, the core value 
attributed to the authors of the sources turned out, on some level, to be wholly illusory. 
This brings us to the matter of continuity, which likewise is a central tenet of 
the Documentary Hypothesis. The sources themselves, we recall, were conceived 
originally as independent, continuous narratives. But as discussed above,62 at an early 
stage the disentanglement of multiple layers within, for instance, the J and P sources 
occupied the attention of scholars like Smend and, later, von Rad. The law codes in 
particular complicated the matter; and ultimately such a dizzying array of sources and 
sub-sources had found scholarly advocacy that by the time of Eissfeldt’s volume, for 
instance, he was comfortable identifying Genesis 14 as an eighth layer piled atop his 
L, J, E, B, D, H, and P documents. Whybray viewed this development in source 
criticism as a weakening of its basic plausibility: “The postulation of additional 
documents, which are of limited scope, marks the breakdown of an hypothesis which 
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is essentially one of continuous documents running through the Pentateuch.”63 Again, 
this likewise leaves us with a series of discontinuities, this time within the four sources 
themselves, whose prior interpretations proved in the end to be problematic. 
Indeed, even the form-critical and traditio-historical approaches have met with 
some resistance on quite fundamental grounds.64 Neither Gunkel nor Noth, nor for that 
matter anyone who applied their methods, ever articulated the mechanics of the oral 
transmission process they envisioned. As John van Seters put it, “Gunkel, Alt, von 
Rad, Noth and Westermann…have not established the form of the stories, their 
function, the identity of the bearers of these traditions, or the process by which they 
might have arrived at their extant shape.”65 That is to say, although they insisted on a 
cultic setting for this process, their research never turned to the important questions 
about what this setting was like, what specific role the transmission of narratives held 
within it, who was responsible for this transmission, and so on; for these questions 
simply cannot be answered on the basis of the formal qualities of the biblical stories 
with which these scholars were concerned. The result is that their fundamental notions 
about such matters appear decidedly more speculative than one would like, and this 
produces the sense that the overarching picture painted by their efforts “remains a 
shadowy hypothesis.”66 Thus, these important offshoots of the source-critical approach 
also were subjected to criticisms akin to those being leveled against the Documentary 
Hypothesis. 
With specific regard to Sefer Bilvam, it is worthwhile briefly to review the 
important effort of Alexander Rofé, who conducted a sustained evaluation of the 
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established source-critical perspective on the pericope, pointing out numerous 
unresolved shortcomings. He opened his study of the pericope with a synopsis of four 
early source-critical breakdowns of the pericope’s opening sequence (Num 22:2–21),67 
namely the approaches of of A. Dillmann,68 A. von Gall,69 G. B. Gray,70 and H. 
Holzinger.71 In addition to revealing a profusion of discrepancies between these 
scholar’s respective divisional schemata, Rofé observed a number of unexplained 
theoretical inconsistencies in their methodological perspectives. 
In the case of von Gall, for example, Rofé noted that the phrase  אָצָי םַע הֵנִּה
םִיַרְצִמִּמ “Behold, a people has come out from Egypt” in Num 22:5 is attributed to E, 
but the nearly identical clause in Num 22:11 is associated with J.72 In addition, he 
criticized von Gall’s differentiation between the various terms for the envoys sent by 
Balaq, according to which the expressions םיִרָשׂ “officers” (Num 22:15) and בָאוֹמ יֵרָשׂ 
“officers of Moab” (Num 22:8, 14, 21) are representative of J and the term ַמְלָאִכםי  
“messengers” (Num 22:5) is indicative of E, because of its failure to consider the 
functional specificity of the latter term:73 “ … לש םדמעמ לע רבדל ןיא הז םוקמב ירה
 םישנאה)ספב ומכ′וט ( ,םדיקפת לע אלא :″םיכאלמ″ —םיחילש ונייה .”74 Ultimately, he 
stated that the independent sources delineated by von Gall’s breakdown do not exhibit 
significant improvements in logic or continuity over the undivided text as it stands.75 
Elsewhere, Holzinger’s proposed divisions also fell under sharp criticism from Rofé. 
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His proposed E source evinced frequent terminological inconsistency, not only in its 
free interchange of the divine names הָוהְי and םיִהלֱֹא, but also in other aspects: the use 
of the infinitive construct with the preposition ִמן- , for instance, as in ךְלֲֹהֵמ “from 
going” in Num 22:16, which Holzinger conceived specifically as a representative 
characteristic of E, stands in contrast to its parallel locution ךְלֲֹהַל “to go” in Num 
22:13, also attributed to E.76 
Having thus demonstrated that the usual source-critical approaches are 
unsatisfactory with respect to this section, Rofé moved on to an examination of the 
traditional distinction drawn between Numbers 23, generally ascribed to E, and 
Numbers 24, seen as belonging to J. Rofé framed his discussion as a response to 
Sigmund Mowinckel’s elaboration of the source critical view, which itself is founded 
primarily on two key observations.77 The first is that the two large oracles in Numbers 
24 are distinct in their direct reference to the reigns of Saul and David, in the first case 
by mentioning the Amaleqite king Agag, who was defeated by Saul, and in the second 
by presenting material that comports with David’s military successes against Moab 
and Edom.78 This establishes the United Monarchy as a terminus a quo for the 
composition of the oracles. The second is that these two oracles, both of which are 
identified internally by the term םֻאְנ (Num 24:3 [2x], 4, 15 [2x], 16), reflect a 
significant qualitative shift in the nature of Balaam’s prophetic activity.79 Here, he 
receives direct inspiration from God (םיִהלֱֹא ַחוּר ויָלָע יִהְתַּו “and the spirit of Elohim was 
upon him,” Num 24:2), whereas previously he has relied on divination and theophany 
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as the source of his prophetic insight ( םיִהלֱֹא רָקִּיַּו\םָעְלִבּ־לֶא הָוהְי  “and Elohim/Yahweh 
appeared to Balaam,” Num 23:4, 16; and see Num 24:1). 
In response, Rofé shifted the focus from the distinctions between chapters 23 
and 24 to the similarity between them. He argued that the significance of sight as the 
catalyst for prophecy persists unaltered across all four of Balaam’s major oracles,80 
noting in particular the explicit references to the prophetic import of sight that occur 
across these two chapters, both in prose (Num 23:13; 24:2) and in poetry (Num 23:9; 
24:5, 6).81 The correct view, he concluded, was that we encounter here not two 
chapters corresponding respectively to E and J, but rather a series of poetic sources 
(םייריש תורוקמ)82 around which the later narrative was constructed.83 He pointed out 
that this situation is recognizable elsewhere in the biblical corpus, citing a handful of 
examples.84 
Thus, ultimately the only segment of Sefer Bilvam that Rofé perceived as 
wholly distinct is the jenny episode, which he demarcated as Num 22:22–35.85 
Because of its apparent incongruity with both the preceding and the subsequent 
material,86 its proposed concern with the matter of true prophecy among the foreign 
nations,87 and its accordance with the perceived development of a negative attitude 
toward Balaam evident in other later biblical contexts,88 Rofé concluded that this 
episode was inserted long after the composition of the rest of the pericope, and 
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adduced supposedly late stylistic aspects of the episode in support of this 
interpretation.89 For instance, he pointed out the “resumptive repetition” (תרשקמ הרזח) 
attested in the phrase קָלָב יֵרָשׂ־םִע םָעְלִבּ ךְֶלֵיַּו “and Balaam went with Balaq’s officers” 
(Num 22:35), which reconnects with the narrative preceding the episode whose final 
phrase reads ָאוֹמ יֵרָשׂ־םִע ךְֶלֵיַּוב  “and he went with the officers of Moab” (Num 22:21).90 
In many ways, although Rofé rejected the source-critical approach to this 
pericope, even alleging at times that it has produced more problems than it has solved, 
on the surface his own approach looks remarkably similar. To be sure, he dispensed 
with the belaborment of discrete J and E documents; but his pervasive concern with 
isolating the disparate pieces that were assembled into the extant version of Sefer 
Bilvam reveals, perhaps, that the functional distinction between his own efforts and 
those of his predecessors was somewhat less pronounced than his presentation might 
suggest. On the other hand, however, the importance of Rofé’s study lies in its 
employment of a wholly different range of criteria for evaluating the material: one that 
approaches each individual challenge posed by the text with a fine-grained sensitivity 
to both content and context, and that considers the possibility that at least some of 
these challenges may be explained on the basis of evidence internal to the pericope 
itself. In this way, Rofé’s study of Sefer Bilvam is noteworthy for its resonation with 
the methodological shifts that were developing in the literary study of the Bible 
generally, a topic to which we now turn. 
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Literary Criticism as an Alternative (Not Necessarily a Counterpoint) to Source 
Criticism 
Lest one arrive at the wrong impression, it is crucial to realize that despite 
serious misgivings in some circles, as detailed in the preceding section, source 
criticism and related approaches continued—and still continue—to be of central 
importance in scholarship on the Hebrew Bible. The traditio-historical efforts of Noth, 
for example, have served as the underpinnings for innumerable subsequent studies. 
Nor is my purpose in reviewing the pitfalls of such approaches to attack the source-
critical method or the Documentary Hypothesis. Rather, I intend only to establish the 
state of scholarly discourse during the period that saw the onset of far-reaching and 
sustained interest in literary approaches to the challenges encountered in biblical 
literature. In the 1970s, the climate in biblical studies was such that some scholars 
actively sought alternative means of dealing with the challenges of the Torah. It is in 
this fact that the most profound and forward-thinking—however unwitting—
implication of Auerbach’s study is to be found. His analysis demonstrated that many 
of the same types of evidence traditionally explained by source critics as vestiges of 
the editorial process—lacunae, doublets, varied repetitions, linguistic peculiarities, 
apparent inconsistencies or contradictions, and so on—could be interpreted in an 
entirely different light as characteristic features of the Bible’s literary style. 
For this reason, the literary approaches of recent decades superficially appear, 
at times, to stand in diametric opposition with source criticism. This perspective is not 
entirely accurate, however, for the two methods actually are concerned with rather 
different questions: source criticism is interested in the precanonical process that led 
up to the production of the text in its final form, and literary criticism is interested in 
the artistry evident in that final form, which presumably is to be attributed partly if not 
mostly to the redactors who produced it. This clearly reflects another important 
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distinction regarding the nature of the redactors’ acitivity, whereby the source-critical 
view regards them only as compilers, contributing nothing of their own to the material 
except for its arrangement, while the literary perspective attributes to their activity an 
overarching point of view and a sense of artistry that must be treated in its own right 
as creative, not merely editorial. But this distinction does not render the two 
approaches mutually exclusive; for both acknowledge the composite character of the 
extant text and the redactional process that produced it. 
Meir Sternberg articulated the matter in a different way, distinguishing 
between an empirical model of the text’s composition and an interpretive one 
delineating the principles operative within the text: 
…[T]o turn…a genetic argument into a condition and directive of 
interpretation is to offend against history in the name of history. For 
here genesis itself has a double face: as real-life origin and as culture-
bound fountainhead. The two faces can and must be differentiated, but 
not along historical lines, because both live in history. The only 
difference is that one relates to the text’s historical composition, where 
all that matters is how it came into being, and the other relates to its 
historical communication, where all that matters is how it works as a 
system of rules.91 
This represents one of the more finely nuanced articulations of the notion of a unified 
poetics of biblical narrative, according to which such narrative generally operates 
regardless of both the chronological point of origin and the historical identity of the 
person(s) responsible for its composition. Indeed, in this regard Sternberg carefully 
differentiated the traditional literary-critical figures of the “actual writer” and the 
“implied author,” the latter of whom is identical to the “narrator” in biblical 
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literature:92 “…[T]he more various the sources of a narrative book, the more tortuous 
the genesis, and the more diverse the intentions attributed to the line of 
contributors…the more striking the adherence to a single mode of narration.”93 That is 
to say, though there may be many “actual writers” of a given biblical text, the “implied 
author,” who is a construct embedded in the narrative itself, remains uniform. No 
model of the historical process by which a biblical text was composed, whether simple 
or complex, can account for the consistency of the poetics both within the text and 
between this text and others in the biblical corpus. This is not a shortcoming of such 
models, it simply is a different line of inquiry into the literature of the Bible. 
To be sure, when it comes to source-critical and literary methods, in some 
instances one approach can provide an answer to some problem or other in the text for 
which the other has been unable to offer a good explanation. But on the other hand, as 
we shall see, some recent literary approaches actually incorporate a given pericope’s 
composite character into their analysis as an important element contributing to the 
overall character of the text. Indeed, it is telling that both source-critical and literary-
critical methods have continued to flourish since the time that the latter emerged in the 
scholarly discourse. But more to the point, in the eyes of those who began applying 
literary approaches to the Bible, their efforts were not defined by an opposition to 
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source criticism or any other methodology. The validity and productivity of their work 
stands on its own merits, and the relationship of their findings to those deriving from 
established critical perspectives, though meaningful, ultimately is secondary. 
Semeia and the 1970s 
We may say, then, that literary criticism took hold in biblical studies not 
specifically as a method opposed to source criticism, but as an alternative to it that has 
enriched the analytical discussion of the various challenges encountered in the text of 
the Torah by providing new angles from which to approach them. By the 1970s, the 
climate in scholarship was ripe for this kind of development, and the establishment of 
the journal Semeia in 1974 provided the scholarly community with an innovative 
forum specifically designed to foster alternative and experimental approaches to the 
Bible in areas including literary criticism, linguistics, folklore studies, structuralism, 
anthropology, and so on. Robert Funk’s vision for the journal was that it would 
operate as something like a workshop for the exchange of ideas, since the most current 
methods “are often not yet sufficiently refined to encourage the kind of article 
appropriate for example to the Journal of Biblical Literature.”94 
In order to render the journal a useful space for cutting-edge discussion and 
interchange, its format was arranged such that each successive volume would address 
a particular topic or method, and would be released not on a regular schedule, but as 
soon as a critical mass of submissions was assembled, complete with notes and 
responses to these submissions from other contributors. In this way, within five years 
of the journal’s inception it already had produced four volumes of collected literary 
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studies of the Hebrew Bible: in 1975 the third volume appeared, with the heading 
Classical Hebrew Narrative; 1977 saw the publication of volumes 7 and 8, 
respectively titled Studies in the Book of Job and Literary Critical Studies of Biblical 
Texts; and volume 15 was published in 1979 with the title Perspectives on Old 
Testament Narrative. Among the list of early contributors to Semeia appear the names 
of several of the now elder statesmen in the field of biblical literature, such as Robert 
Polzin, David M. Gunn, and Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis. 
Of particular note is the spirit of the journal, whereby the methods under 
discussion therein, although they represented alternatives to established approaches, 
were by no means presented in a confrontational fashion. As Amos Wilder put it in the 
opening article of the first volume, “There is no reason to disparage older methods and 
contributions of biblical study or to make undue claims for new strategies, least of all 
to set up a controversial front between different schools at work in our field. It is 
simply that philology and interpretation, including biblical, find themselves faced 
today with new considerations and tasks.”95 With respect to literary approaches to the 
Bible, in retrospect it seems certain that the insistence on this point of view was one 
crucial step in their early development, since without it there would have been 
considerable risk of their being characterized primarily by a detrimentally defensive 
tenor that would have hindered subsequent progress greatly. 
Biblical Literature in Operation 
While the contributions of Semeia to biblical literary criticism were of 
enormous significance, however, these and other literary endeavors during this time 
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tended to focus on relatively small, self-contained issues, whether individual texts or 
specific theoretical elements. A few important broader studies did appear, such as J. P. 
Fokkelman’s 1975 volume Narrative Art in Genesis;96 but this work nevertheless 
treated only those matters specific to the biblical book under examination. There 
remained a vacuum in terms of sustained attempts to map out a poetics of biblical 
narrative. This situation slowly began to change, however, as interest in exploring the 
literary techniques at play in the Bible continued to grow. Many of the resulting 
extended studies have come to serve as the underpinnings of biblical literary criticism, 
and consequently it is valuable to examine them in some detail here. 
Before proceeding with this review, however, we must contend with the 
perceived bifurcation of this literature into two discursive modes, namely, prose and 
poetry. Sefer Bilvam itself manifests material of both types, and certainly the broader 
theoretical character of the question is at least as crucial as its application in a single 
pericope. But the issue bears immediate practical relevance as well, since my own 
understanding of it has had a significant effect on the organization of the present 
study. James Kugel’s treatment97 approaches the matter from the vantage point of an 
examination of parallelism, a characteristic quality generally considered to be the most 
significant fundamental aspect of biblical poetry. Thus, in order to engage his 
examination as fully as possible on its own terms, it behooves us to begin with a 
careful overview of this important feature. 
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Poetry 
Ever since Robert Lowth’s seminal 1753 work De sacra poesi Hebræorum,98 
parallelism has occupied a central position in the study of biblical poetry. His tripartite 
delineation of synonymous, antithetical, and synthetic categories of parallelism served 
as the basis for innumerable subsequent analyses, including a full range of both 
positive and negative responses. Indeed, so voluminous is the discourse on parallelism 
since Lowth’s time that it is most profitable in this context to refrain from toiling 
through a painstaking review of more than two centuries of scholarship, and instead to 
approach the subject by way of three recent works of note, namely, Kugel’s The Idea 
of Biblical Poetry (1981), Robert Alter’s The Art of Biblical Poetry (1985), and Adele 
Berlin’s The Dynamics of Biblical Parallelism (1985). Ultimately, these works are 
rooted in the lengthy stream of prior scholarship, and thus provide a fitting context 
within which to review perspectives such as Lowth’s; but at the same time, they 
provide a range of updates and refinements that have rendered them core components 
in the modern discussion of biblical poetry. 
It is to Kugel’s volume that scholarship in recent decades owes the convenient 
summary expression of parallelism as a “seconding”99 phenomenon: “A, and what’s 
more, B.”100 The notion articulated in this expression is that the independent cola that 
constitute a single line of biblical poetry are complementary, each independently 
stating a single idea (or idea-fragment) but operating in conjunction to form a 
statement greater than the sum of its parts. In formal terms, parallelism is most simply 
presented in a sequence of two adjacent cola, and due to its simplicity this is the 
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pattern generally abstracted for the purposes of theoretical analysis; but in fact the 
Bible attests other parallelistic patterns as well, to which the same principles apply: 
three-colon sequences, cola separated by some amount of intervening material, and so 
on.101 
Although Kugel was the first to express the basic principle of parallelism as 
“A, and what’s more, B,” the idea that this expression encapsulates has undergirded 
notions of parallelism since Lowth’s time. He proposed three distinct categories of 
parallelism, the first of which, “synonymous” parallelism, is most clearly identifiable 
with Kugel’s summary articulation since it encompasses those instances where the 
relationship between A and B is most direct. Take, for example, Ps 135:13, in which 
each term in the A colon is closely paralleled in the B colon:102 
 ְ֭י֣ךְָמִשׁ הָוהָ֑לוֹעְל ם  Yahweh, your name is for eternity; 
 ְ֝יָ֗וה֥ךְָרְכִז ה ׃ר ֹֽדָו־ֹרדְל  Yahweh, your remembrance is for generation 
and generation. 
Lowth’s second category, “antithetical” parallelism, includes those instances where A 
and B exhibit some sort of opposition. Pr 27:6, for example, uses antonyms as parallel 
terms (friend // enemy; bruises // kisses):103 
 ֶ֭נֵ֣עְצִפּ םיִנָמֱאֵ֑הוֹא יב  Trustworthy are a friend’s bruises, 
 ְ֝ו֗רָתְּעַנ֥קיִשְׁנ תוֹ׃א ֵֽנוֹשׂ תוֹ  and deceitful are an enemy’s kisses. 
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And Ps 34:23 (English: 34:22) presents an affirmative statement in A and a negative 
clause in B:104 
 ֶ֣דוֹפְּ֭י הֶ֣נ הָוהָ֑דָבֲע שֶׁפוי  Yahweh ransoms the soul of his servants, 
 ֹ֥ לְוֶ֝י א֗מְשְׁאִ֥סֹחַה־ל ָֽכּ וּ׃וֹֽבּ םי  and all who seek refuge in him shall not be 
condemned. 
The third category, “synthetic” parallelism, incorporates those instances of parallelism 
that do not fit comfortably into the two preceding groups either because it combines 
them or because it exhibits an entirely different kind of relationship between A and B. 
Lowth’s synonymous and antithetical categories remain operative in some 
form in the modern study of biblical poetry, despite frequent and ample demonstration 
of their shortcomings. Kugel, for example, pointed out that the notion of synonymous 
A and B clauses leads to the oversimplified view that “B is essentially a restatement of 
A,” and thus that parallelism in this sense is merely “saying the same thing twice.”105 
In his view the synonymous reading was “a drastic sort of leveling,” and failed to 
account for the significantly freighted “fact of B’s afterwardness.”106 The antithetical 
category received similar criticism from Kugel: “Indeed, it was in order to preserve 
the synonymity of ‘synonymous’ that antithetical was devised; it drained off a whole 
class of parallelism in which B’s differentness from A was all too obvious.”107 He 
highlighted the example of Pr 27:6, cited above, in which A and B may be conceived 
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as “independent (opposite) versions of ‘the same idea,’” and which thus represents 
simply “another way for B to pick up and complete A.”108 
Indeed, the abandonment long ago of Lowth’s synthetic category speaks not 
just to its ineffectuality as a diagnostic tool, but to the fundamental flaws in Lowth’s 
entire approach. Over time, the diagnostic categories that he had delineated gradually 
proved insufficient to capture the entire breadth of parallelistic possibility, and it 
began to become clear that the very process of rote categorization was too rigid and 
too narrow as an analytical mode. Kugel himself articulated this perspective by 
cautioning against the reliance on the expression “A, and what’s more, B” as a 
universal paradigm for parallelism. In addition to offering a number of explicit 
alternatives—“not only A, but B; not A, not even B; not A, and certainly not B; just as 
A, so B; and so forth”109—Kugel effectively captured the vast range of expressive 
potential and versatility that parallelism possesses, by way of numerous examples: the 
subordination of B to A;110 B parallels part of A;111 “A is statement, B is question;”112 
and so on.113 
What, then, does parallelism achieve from the standpoint of poetic expression? 
On the one hand, it is propulsive, driving the poem ever forward from each successive 
A to its complementary B; and on the other hand, it is completive, with each 
successive B developing, specifying, qualifying, expanding on its complementary A. 
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Kugel’s statement of the integration of A and B, as achieved through their 
differentiation, effectively incorporates both of these qualities: 
…[S]o long as some semantic parallelism is established between A and 
B, there is no harm in variety, indeed, it apparently saves the verse 
from the potential monotony of more obvious forms of restatement. Yet 
such may not be the best understanding of this phenomenon, 
differentiation, for it is important to view it from the standpoint of the 
sentence as a whole. To the extent that B identifies itself as A’s “mere 
parallel,” it asserts A = B; while to the extent that it diffrerentiates itself 
from A in meaning and morphology, it asserts A + B to be a single 
statement. B becomes A’s complement or completion. Differentiation, 
in a word, integrates the sentence, asserts its unity. It may avoid 
repetition or monotonous restatement, but to say only this is to miss 
part of the point.114 
In short, to view A and B as expressions of “the same thing” is to miss the 
tremendously rich expressive potential embedded in the separateness and difference of 
A and B. 
Alter approached this issue by way of slightly different terminology, stating 
that “[w]hat…all the conceptions of biblical parallelism as synonymity assume is a 
considerable degree of stasis within the poetic line: an idea or image or action is 
evoked in the first verset; then forward movement in the poetic discourse is virtually 
suspended while the same idea, image, or action is rerun for the patient eye of the 
beholder, only tricked out in somewhat different stylistic finery.”115 In the remainder 
of his opening chapter,116 he focused instead on the parallelistic “impulse to 
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intensification,”117 and proposed that Kugel’s “A, and what’s more, B” be replaced, in 
effect, with his own version: “how much more so.”118 It is in its focus on the non-
synonymity of parallelism, its significance-in-difference, that Alter’s discussion 
contributes most profitably to our conception of parallelism. Through numerous 
carefully worked examples, he examined how it facilitates the expansion and 
progression not only of content, but also of the richness of a text’s vocabulary and 
imagery. 
Berlin took a slightly different approach to biblical parallelism, viewing it 
instead from a linguistic and phenomenological standpoint. Rooting her study 
particularly in Roman Jakobson’s several works on parallelism in the poetic traditions 
of many languages,119 Berlin provided a convenient yet thorough catalogue of the 
mechanics of parallelism, that is, the specific means by which it is achieved in parallel 
cola. She “isolated four aspects of language, the grammatical [morphology, gender, 
number, verbal conjugation, etc.], the lexical [word pairings such as day // night, gold 
// silver, etc.], the semantic [similarity in meaning], and the phonologic [alliteration, 
assonance, rhyme, etc.],”120 devoting a chapter (or half-chapter) to each and presenting 
countless examples detailing the extensive expressive range evident in the Bible across 
all of these aspects. Indeed, the potency of parallelism as an expressive tool, as 
attested by its nearly overwhelming frequency in biblical poetry, led Berlin, with 
Jakobson, to view parallelism as the activation of poetic language in a fundamental 
sense, a means of drawing attention to the message by “heightening” the language 
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used to express it: “…I have accepted that parallelism is to be equated with the poetic 
function, which ‘projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into 
the axis of combination’ or, in other words, that ‘similarity is superimposed on 
contiguity.’”121 In accord with the views of Kugel and Alter, moreover, she hastened 
to add that “after all, equivalent elements are not identical, and their lack of identity—
i.e., their difference—shows up all the more clearly when they are placed in 
contiguity.”122 
The ubiquity and versatility of parallelism in biblical poetry render it more a 
distinctive feature than a discrete literary device. In some basic sense, the “seconding” 
impulse that it reflects can be interpreted as a hallmark of the oral background of this 
poetry;123 but its tremendous flexibility invites the perception that it is not only 
representative of the material’s development in spoken form, but also a key element in 
considered compositional processes as well. Together with other general 
characteristics—in particular, the organization of material into compact lines of 
roughly similar length;124 the structural arrangement of these lines into verses,125 
strophes, and stanzas;126 the gapping of key syntactic elements (for example, verb or 
subject); the markedly decreased use of certain grammatical features such as the so-
called “prose particles” ֵאת  (accusative marker), ַה-  (definite article), and ֲאֵשׁר  (relative 
pronoun);127 and a concentration of specific devices such as imagery and metaphor, 
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soundplay, keywords, and the like128—parallelism contributes to the cumulative sense 
of certain biblical texts’ poetic quality as a verbal medium that is highly evocative and 
direct. This density of “heightening” devices, to use Kugel’s term,129 “engages both 
our cognitive and emotional natures,” and “both the imagination and the intellect.”130 
Differentiating Poetry from Prose 
Problems begin to arise, however, when one attempts to employ the presence 
of parallelism and other elevating features as clear-cut binary indicators of the 
boundaries according to which prose and poetry can be delineated as mutually 
exclusive categories. Whatever characteristic the critic prefers to isolate as such an 
indicator—of poetry, if it is present, or prose, if it is absent—invariably surfaces in 
situations that complicate this kind of model, necessitating such extensive 
qualification that the model’s practicality is profoundly undermined. In regard to 
parallelism, for instance, Kugel offered numerous examples of undeniably parallelistic 
expressions in texts traditionally considered to be prosaic in nature.131 Note the 
following line from Genesis: 
 ָ֛והי ַֽוַ֥ק ָפּ הָ֖רָשׂ־תֶא דה  And Yahweh directed Sarah  
 ֶ֣שֲׁאַכָּ֑מָא רר  as he had said; 
 ַ֧יַּו֛ ָוהְי שַׂעָ֖רָשְׂל הה  and Yahweh did to Sarah 
 ֶ֥שֲׁאַכּ׃ר ֵֽבִּדּ ר  as he had spoken. 
  (Gen 21:1)132 
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Nor is such “prosaic” parallelism limited to narrative. The following line is from the 
legal material in Deuteronomy: 
 ֤ ֶיְהִי־ֹאלֶ֨ג־יִלְכ ה֙רֶבָ֔שִּׁא־לַע ה  The garment of a man shall not be on a woman, 
 ַ֥בְּלִי־ֹאלְוֶ֖גּ שַׁ֣לְמִשׂ רֶבָ֑שִּׁא תה  and a man shall not put on a woman’s dress. 
(Deut 22:5ab)133 
And, in fact, we need not limit our view to the biblical corpus, as is demonstrated by 
the fourth line of the Mesha Stele: 
  יכ . ינעשה . לכמ . ןכלמה.  …because he delivered me from all the kings, 
  יכו . ינארה . לכב .יאנש  and because he saw me through against all 
my haters. 
(Mesha 4)134 
Indeed, across the entire breadth of extrabiblical Canaanite textual materials, features 
such as word pairs are amply attested in letters, administrative documents, and the 
like, thus demonstrating that the issue cannot be confined merely to a discussion of 
literary modes in the Bible.135 
Likewise with respect to the terse compactness of poetry, for example, as 
reflected in its ellipses and tight structural presentation, for in this regard we encounter 
a similar overlap between the presupposed domains of prose and poetry.136 A 
meticulous concern with structure, too, is to be found in both poetic and prosaic 
passages: “Many have sensed in Hebrew ‘prose’ a structuring and organization which, 
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if it falls short of the strictly parallelistic and binary lines…in [poems such as] Psalm 
94, is nevertheless undeniably there.”137 Similarly, the various systems proposed for 
the metrical scansion of biblical poetry have proven insufficient in their efforts to 
demonstrate that meter is a distinctly poetic hallmark—a situation that is complicated 
further, of course, by the persistent lack of a consistent and compelling demonstration 
of the presence of meter in biblical poetry.138 Indeed, even the immediacy of the 
sensory effect of poetry cannot be taken as exclusively representative of this kind of 
literature. Meir Weiss defined poetry as follows: “The nature of poetry is that it does 
not so much represent the real world as reflect it, in the mirror of the internal and 
external senses; its language alone is what touches the mind and emotions.”139 This 
definition, however, is strikingly reminiscent of Auerbach’s observation that terseness 
is an important component of the mimetic quality of biblical narrative, a subject that 
will occupy our attention below. 
In short, Kugel explained, “there are not two modes of utterance [i.e., prose 
and poetry], but many different elements which elevate style and provide for formality 
and strictness of organization.”140 These elements, which include all of the features 
identified above—parallelism, ellipsis, alliteration, keywords, structural features, and 
so on—appear in a wide range of combinations and in varying degrees throughout 
both prose and poetry in the Bible. The natural conclusion, therefore, is that the two 
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terms stand not as diametric opposites defining two distinct corpora within the Bible, 
but rather as the two ends of a spectrum: 
The extremes of heightened and unheightened speech in the Bible are 
visible enough. But the “middle ground” between these extremes is 
important, and will forever elude a biblical critic equipped only to 
recognize the maximum of heightening or its total absence. Moreover, 
such an approach appears to be unfaithful to the Bible’s own rhetorical 
scheme of things. Biblical authors were certainly aware of heightening 
features, but (judging by the text [sic] themselves) they did not see 
them as requirements to be applied in prescribed strengths for particular 
genres and avoided for others. The rhetoric of the Bible is far simpler. 
It consists of a few characteristic features that, singly or in 
combination, mark a sentence as special, lofty, carefully made.141 
The “poetic” end of the continuum of which Kugel spoke, then, is characterized by a 
concentration or “density” of elevating features, to use Fokkelman’s term.142 To be 
sure, the very existence of this wide-ranging “middle ground,” to use Kugel’s 
expression, indicates that the presence of “poetic” elements in a text that otherwise is 
manifestly “prose,” for example, need not unduly occupy our attention as a qualitative 
indicator of some kind of “poeticized prose.” Any situation of this kind merely speaks 
to the importance of fluidity in our understanding of the form and function of literary 
devices in the Bible. Alliteration is alliteration, regardless of any preconceived ideas 
we may have about the literary nature of its surrounding context. Consequently, the 
next chapter catalogues and examines a wide range of literary devices applied across 
both prose and poetry in Sefer Bilvam, thereby facilitating a holistic view of the 
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pericope whose merit, one hopes, will be evident in the degree and character of its 
illumination of the text. 
Prose 
On the other hand, however, as Kugel emphatically pointed out,143 his above 
observations by no means indicate that prose and poetry are identical or 
indistinguishable. Indeed, certain texts, among which I would include Balaam’s poetic 
oracles in the pericope of interest here, are unmistakably identifiable as poetry; and 
others surely must be perceived as prose. Indeed, the stand-alone character of certain 
poetic works in the Bible, and their distillation of content with only minimal recourse 
to narrative elements such as plot, scene, and so on, may be seen as secondary features 
that tend to evince the distinction between the two ends of the poetry–prose spectrum. 
This being the case, we turn now to a summary introduction of these fundamental 
narrative aspects of biblical literature, which generally manifest in prose texts, as well 
as certain other qualities, such as allusion, that are equally at home in prose and 
poetry. In this way, we may establish a foundation upon which rest the heightening 
elements that occupy our attention in the next chapter. 
The Intersection of Biblical Literature and History 
In Chapter 1,144 I addressed the issue of historicity in the biblical text and the 
literary perspective to be applied in this dissertation. To reiterate briefly the central 
point, we may say that the literature of the Bible exhibits a wide array of intersections 
with the historical record, but that its concern with history does not preclude the 
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incorporation of creative, artistic elements. Alter emphasized that, whether we are 
concerned with the contact between specific points in the biblical text and what we 
perceive to be the “facts” of history, or hope instead to take on the challenges of other 
biblical material whose historical veracity is difficult or impossible to determine, there 
can be no disputing the range and versatility of the literary tools at the disposal of the 
text’s creators. In his employment of the story of the Garden of Eden as a 
demonstrative example, he wrote as follows: 
From this distance in time, it is impossible to determine how much of 
this whole tale was sanctified, even verbally fixed, tradition; how much 
was popular lore perhaps available in different versions; how much the 
original invention of the writer. What a close reading of the text does 
suggest, however, is that the writer could manipulate his inherited 
materials with sufficient freedom and sufficient firmness of authorial 
purpose, to define motives, relations, and unfolding themes, even in a 
primeval history, with the kind of subtle cogency we associate with the 
conscious artistry of the narrative mode designated prose fiction.145 
The same applies to materials whose historicity, or at least whose historical 
foundation, is more firmly established, such as the narratives in Kings, Isaiah, and 
Chronicles relating to Hezekiah’s defense of Jerusalem against the Assyrians. Indeed, 
Alter added to his above comments the following important point: “Let me hasten to 
say that in giving such weight to fictionality, I do not mean to discount the historical 
impulse that informs the Hebrew Bible. …[T]he working out of [God’s] purposes in 
history is a process that compels the attention of the Hebrew imagination…. The point 
is that fiction was the principal means which the biblical authors had at their disposal 
for realizing history.”146 Thus, in an effort to capture this distinctive combination of 
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historical drive and fictive artistry, Alter utilized the phrase “historicized prose 
fiction” to refer to biblical narrative generally.147  
Ideology of Biblical Narrative: The Omniscient (but Not Omnipotent) Narrator 
There is, however, an ideological component underlying this interplay between 
historiography and fiction. Alter conjectured that “[t]he biblical tale might usefully be 
regarded as a narrative experiment in the possibilities of moral, spiritual, and historical 
knowledge,”148 and specifically defined this knowledge along two parallel dialectical 
tensions: “One is a tension between the divine plane and the disorderly character of 
actual historical events, or, to translate this opposition into specifically biblical terms, 
between the divine promise and its ostensible failure to be fulfilled; the other is a 
tension between God’s will, His providential guidance, and human freedom, the 
refractory nature of man.”149 I say “parallel” because the former is explained, often, in 
terms of the latter: witness the travails of the people of Israel after the Exodus from 
Egypt, and the repeated references to them as a “stiff-necked people” (ףֶֹרע־הֵשְׁק־םַע, 
first used in Exod 32:9), the agents of their own downfall time and time again, while 
in each case God’s providence is the means by which the historical trajectory of the 
divine promise is restored. 
Consequently, a view of history in which God plays an active role manifestly 
functions as the ideological underpinning of the Bible’s “narrative experiment.” From 
the standpoint of the narrator, this history stands as an immutable given, and as 
Sternberg observed, “[t]o deepen this sense of a given world, the Bible shows a 
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supreme confidence in its facts.”150 In other words, the literary or “fictional” tools 
employed in the biblical rendering of history, such as key words, repetition, structural 
schemata, and so on—the very kinds of specific devices to be explored in the next 
chapter—do not serve to manipulate that history, but only to enhance its telling: “Such 
signals of artful and masterful patterning are indispensable to the control of the 
reading process within a reserved and often opaque narrative. But their implications 
never exceed the license legitimately taken by a recorder concerned to shape a given 
world into meaningful discourse rather than to create a world in and through the 
discourse.”151 To employ the tools of literary art in the creation rather than the 
recreation of this world would be hubris in the biblical mindset, for power over history 
rests only with the divine: “To flaunt omnipotence in the handling of plot…is to speak 
not for God in history, but as God in fiction, as an analogue rather than voice of 
divinity….”152 For this reason, the biblical narrator is at great pains to maintain “that 
the control he wields is artistic (over his text and reader) but not existential (over the 
represented world and characters).”153 
This ideological distancing between God’s influence on history and the 
narrator’s artistic rendering of it is a part of what Sternberg called a “rhetoric of 
glorification”154 in which the very fabric of the text conveys the Bible’s perspective on 
the divine. Interestingly, the other major component of this rhetoric stands not as a 
gulf between God and narrator, but as a characteristic that links the two figures 
inasmuch as they both possess it. Alter wrote that “[t]he narrators of the biblical 
                                                 
 
150
 Sternberg 1985: 126. 
151
 Sternberg 1985: 126. 
152
 Sternberg 1985: 125. 
153
 Sternberg 1985: 125. 
154
 Sternberg 1985: 91. 
 241 
stories are of course ‘omniscient,’ and that theological term transferred to narrative 
technique has special justification in their case, for the biblical narrator is presumed to 
know, quite literally, what God knows, as on occasion he may remind us by reporting 
God’s assessments and intentions, or even what He says to Himself.”155 And if the 
narrator knows the mind of God, it hardly is surprising that he also would have access 
to conversations no one could have witnessed, as with Moses and the burning bush in 
Exodus 3–4; private expressions of emotion, as with Joseph’s secret weeping upon 
meetings his brothers in Genesis 42; and even David’s innermost conviction that Saul 
eventually will kill him, as expressed in 1 Sam 27:1. 
Indeed, it is in the sagas of everyday people, “groping, baffled, laboring under 
illusions, misled by fear, desire, or plain ignorance,”156 that the narrator’s omniscience 
is perhaps most visible. For as the audience proceeds with them through their 
“multilevel dramas of error and discovery,”157 it is, inevitably, the narrator who has 
patterned and directed his story such that his foreknowledge of both process and 
endpoint is unmistakable; and the audience, moreover, is privy to this foreknowledge 
only at the whim of the narrator, who is “omniscient but far from 
omnicommunicative.”158 As I argue in Chapter 6, Sefer Bilvam presents a wonderful 
example of this process, whereby the development of Balaam’s understanding of his 
relationship to the divine and his function as a transmitter of divine will proceeds 
along a slow and methodical path whose endpoint, unknown at the beginning of the 
story, comes across as inescapable once reached. 
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That God is omniscient, of course, is not for the narrator to explicate directly: 
rather, the statements to this effect in biblical narrative (to say nothing of the amply 
attested poetic articulations of this principle, as in Isaiah 40, Job 38–39, or Jeremiah 
1:5, for example159) occur in the mouths of the characters themselves. Sternberg called 
attention, for instance, to 1 Kgs 8:39, a line from Solomon’s prayer of dedication: 
“…for you alone know the heart of all mortals” ( יֵנְבּ־לָכּ בַבְל־תֶא ךְָדַּבְל ָתְּעַדָי הָתַּא־יִכּ
םָדָאָה).160 But the objective value of this kind of statement hinges on the authority of 
the narrative that surrounds it: 
By themselves…such utterances are as limited in their rhetorical as in 
their personal weight. Set into equally limited narrative, they could 
only express the speaker’s subjective belief, but not confer on it even a 
show of objective truth. … The Bible therefore postulates a narrator 
with such free movement through time and space, the public and the 
private arena, that he invests his dramatizations with the authority of an 
omniscience equivalent to God’s own. … And [interpreters]…cannot 
make proper sense of the narrative unless they take the narrator’s 
omniscience as an institutional fact and his demonstration of God’s 
omniscience as an informing principle.161 
The narrator’s “free movement” across all possible domains of knowledge is 
demonstrated amply in the examples cited above, and indeed this is the linchpin of an 
objective uptake of statements like Solomon’s. For what the biblical characters say 
outright about God’s omniscience, the narrator reveals through demonstration, either 
by giving unmediated access to God’s thoughts or, somewhat less directly but more 
artfully, by providing clear evidence of the equivalence between God’s knowledge and 
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his own. This latter method is exemplified beautifully in Gen 4:6, which reads as 
follows: 
ֹ֥ יַּוָ֖והְי רֶמאָ֑ק־לֶא הָ֚ל ןִיָ֣ח הָמָּ֔ל הָרָ֖לְו ךְ֥לְפָנ הָמּ׃ךָי ֶֽנָפ וּ  
And Yahweh said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why is your face 
fallen?” 
Sternberg observed the masterful use of repetition here as a means of equating divine 
with narrative insight: 
Thus, the first interpersonal crime in history is preceded by the notice, 
“Cain was very angry and his countenance fell” (4:6). Since this inside 
view conveys the truth on the highest authority, it is strange to find it 
repeated in the next verse: “The Lord said to Cain, Why art thou angry 
and why has thy countenance fallen?” For the repetition involves both 
extreme redundancy in meaning and, despite the change of speaker, 
parallelism in form. Yet the excesses combine to make rhetorical sense: 
the twofold equivalence demonstrates God’s knowledge—of internals 
(anger) as well as externals (fallen face)—by maximum reference to the 
narrator’s authority.162 
The omniscience of the narrator, as evinced by his intimate knowledge of every 
internal or otherwise secret detail, is here equated with nothing less than that of God 
himself, and vice versa. Indeed, to return to the matter of the biblical presentation of 
history, discussed above, this absolute authority is what permits the audience to trust 
not only that the narrator’s “supreme confidence”163 in the veracity of his history is 
justified—that is, that he indeed has access to all the facts—but also that he has 
presented this history with no alterations beyond those demanded by his art. Thus, the 
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narrator’s omniscience also constitutes a significant part of the Bible’s “rhetoric of 
glorification,” in that it provides the narrator, in turn, with the means to demonstrate 
mimetically the omniscience of God.  
Mimesis 
In sum, then, an omniscient narrator also is to be seen as a fundamental aspect 
of the poetics of the biblical writers’ literary endeavor. In addition, as we have 
explored this matter, we have had occasion to refer obliquely to another principle of 
biblical poetics, to which we now turn our attention. Jacob Licht opened his 1978 
volume Storytelling in the Bible with a discussion of the Bible’s mimetic quality: that 
is to say, it aims to recreate rather than to describe reality. The example he presented 
to demonstrate this point, 1 Sam 9:11–13, tells the story of Saul and his servant 
encountering some young women. Saul asks the women to direct him to the prophet of 
whom he has heard. Licht’s translation of 1 Sam 9:11bb–13 is worth quoting in full: 
ֶ֧נֲעַתַּו ׃ה ֶֹֽארָה הֶזָבּ שֵׁיֲהָ֛תוֹא הָניַ֥מֹאתַּו םֵ֖יּ הָנְרֵ֣נִּה שֶׁ֑נָפְל הֵ֣הַמ ךָיר ׀ָ֗תַּע ִ֤כּ ה֙םוֹיַּה יָ֣בּ  א
ִ֔עָלִ֣כּ ריֶ֧ז י֛יַּה חַבָ֖עָל םוֶֹ֣כֲֹאבְכּ ׃ה ָֽמָבַּבּ םִ֣עָה םֵ֣כּ רי֣אְצְמִתּ ן֡תֹא ןוּ֩םֶרֶטְבּ וֹ ֶ֨לֲעַיָ֜מָבַּה ה הָת
ֹ֗כֱאֶלִ֠כּ לַ֤כֹאי־א ֹֽ ל י֙םָעָה ל ֹ֔אבּ־דַע֙אוּה־י ִֽכּ וֵֹ֣רָבְי ֶ֔זַּה ךְַבֵ֖כ־יֵרֲחַא ח֣לְכֹאי ןִ֑אֻרְקַּה וּ םי
ָ֣תַּעְו֔לֲע ה֥תֹא־י ִֽכּ וּ֖יַּהְכ וֹ֥אְצְמִתּ םוֹ׃וֹֽתֹא ןוּ  
Is the seer here? And they answered them and said: He is! There before 
you! Quick now, because he has to come to town today, because the 
people have a feast today at the high-place. As you come to town you 
will find him straight away, before he goes up to the high-place to eat, 
because the people won’t eat till he comes, because he will bless the 
meal first, then will the guests eat. And now go up, because him, today 
you shall find him!164 
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This rendering wonderfully captures the verbose, rambling nature of the women’s 
response. Herein lies the mimetic quality of the passage: “The girls are prattling—
eager, excited and probably talking all at once. We are not told that they prattled; their 
prattling is there on the page, caught from life and reproduced for the sheer joy of 
it.”165 This single brief example is representative of the kind of mimetic presentation 
that occurs across the entire gamut of contextual circumstances in biblical literature, in 
the narrative voice as well as in direct speech, inviting the audience’s participation in 
the story by facilitating its imaginative experience of the events described. 
Similarly, this mimetic quality is readily apparent in the various shifts in points 
of view encountered in biblical narrative. In particular, Berlin called attention to the 
use of the term ִהֵנּה  “behold” as a marker of shifting perspective,166 utilizing Gen 
24:63 as a demonstrative example: 
ֵ֥צֵיַּוָ֛חְצִי א ק֥שָׂלֶ֖דָשַּׂבּ ַחוּ֣נְפִל הָ֑ע תוָֹ֤שִּׂיַּו בֶר֙ויָניֵע אַ֔יַּו ֵ֥נִּהְו אְרִ֖לַּמְג ה׃םי ִֽאָבּ םי  
And Isaac went ouf to urinate in the field in the early evening, and he 
lifted his eyes and saw, and behold, camels (were) coming. 
Her explanation of this verse calls on a convenient analogy between cinematography 
and the biblical use of ִהֵנּה : “The narrator and the reader had been traveling along with 
the camels bringing Eliezer and Rebecca, when suddenly the camera gives us a shot 
from a different angle—that of Isaac viewing the caravan from afar. We are told Isaac 
looked up, and then we see what he saw.”167 In other words, not only is the picture of 
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events presented here specific to one specific participant; but in addition, the narrator 
uses Isaac’s perspective to show the audience what is transpiring, rather than simply 
telling it as narrative fact.168 Other narrative features, such as the presumed 
relationships evident in the ways in which characters refer to one another,169 achieve a 
similar effect, and demonstrate that point of view is one aspect of biblical literature in 
which its mimetic quality is prominently displayed.  
Broadly speaking, one particularly important aspect of the Bible’s mimetic 
quality is that the relative suppression of descriptive in favor of representative 
language yields a terse, often opaque narrative style. Auerbach was struck particularly 
by this characteristic of biblical literature, as detailed at the beginning of this 
chapter;170 and indeed this is an important observation in its own right, since the 
Bible’s compact presentation amplifies the weight of each individual word. Indeed, 
literary scholarship in biblical studies has continued to emphasize this laconic style as 
a fundamental aesthetic trait of biblical narrative. Sternberg referred to this as an 
occupation of the space “between the truth and the whole truth,”171 whereby the 
narrative relies on the audience to complete mentally the minimal picture explicitly 
articulated in the text. Building on the idea of the authority of biblical narrative, he 
explained the situation as follows: 
On the one hand, the Bible always tells the truth in that its narrator is 
absolutely and straightforwardly reliable. … On the other hand, the 
narrator does not tell the whole truth either. His statements about the 
world—character, plot, the march of history—are rarely complete, 
falling much short of what his elliptical text suggests between the lines. 
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… The distance between the truth and the whole truth, then, correlates 
with the distance between minimal and implied reading. …[W]hat 
leads the implied reader…from the truth to the whole truth: from the 
givens to the rounded understanding that will bring one as close to the 
narrator’s as humanly possible? To bridge the distance, we must make 
inferences throughout the reading…. Hence the necessity of 
establishing the relevance of the absent material….172 
This, indeed, is what Auerbach described when he identified the biblical text as one 
“fraught with background.”173 The gaps in biblical narrative thus engage the active 
participation of the audience in making cognitive sense of the story as it unfolds. Some 
of these gaps are permanent elisions, at times highly significant, the audience’s mental 
filling of which is required for the completion of the narrative world. Others are filled 
explicitly in the narrative, but only belatedly, with this delayed explication serving as a 
retrospective lens through which the earlier gaps it fills are to be interpreted.174 In both 
cases, however, it is clear that the plain meaning of biblical literature, its overtly 
expressed content, is characteristically opaque in a way that imparts profound 
significance to what is not expressed. 
Moreover, in good mimetic style, the laconic narrative voice tends to eschew 
overt characterization of the figures presented in biblical literature. As Alter put it, 
most of the time “[w]e are compelled to get at character and motive…through a 
process of inference from fragmentary data, often with crucial pieces of narrative 
exposition strategically withheld, and this leads to multiple or sometimes even 
wavering perspectives on the characters. There is, in other words, an abiding mystery 
in character as the biblical writers conceive it, which they embody in their typical 
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methods of presentation.”175 To be sure, brief descriptive statements of the characters 
occur from time to time; but these generally are limited to expressions of attributes 
that bear some special import to the story at hand, such as Noah’s righteousness (Gen 
6:9), or Jacob’s smoothness as against Esau’s hairiness (Gen 27:11).176 And, indeed, 
the occurrence of these statements in the authoritative narrative voice renders them 
indisputable facts in the narrative world. Nevertheless, “[w]hereas the importance of 
the direct ways of shaping the characters lies in their quality (the fact that they are 
clear and unequivocal), that of the indirect ways lies in their quantity. This means that 
there is more indirect than direct shaping of characters in biblical narrative and 
therefore the burden of characterization falls primarily on this method.”177 
Specifically, both Shimon Bar-Efrat and Berlin focused on the speech and 
actions of the characters as the primary means of indirect characterization:178 
“Description and inner life…would be considered, in the English critical tradition, as 
forms of ‘telling’. The way a character is ‘shown’ is through his own words—
speech—and his actions…. Biblical narrative makes extensive use of the speech and 
actions of characters to further the plot and to create characterization.”179 The 
“showing” of a character is of course a mimetic practice, and thus we encounter a 
demonstrative example of biblical mimesis in Gen 25:29–34, when Esau sells Jacob 
his birthright for a meal: 
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  ָ֥יַּוֹ֖קֲעַי דֶזִ֑זָנ בֹ֥ בָיַּו דיָ֛שֵׂע אֶ֖דָשַּׂה־ןִמ וְו ה֥הֹ֨ יַּו ׃ף ֵֽיָע אוָּ֜שֵׂע רֶמאֹ֗קֲעַי־ל ֶֽא וֵ֤טיִעְלַה ב֙אָנ יִנ 
ֹ֤דָאָה־ןִמֹ֙םדָאָה םֶ֔זַּה ִ֥כּ ה ֵ֖יָע יֹ֑נָא ףֵ֥כּ־לַע יִכ֖מְשׁ־א ָֽרָק ןֹ֖ יַּו ׃םוֹֽדֱא וֹֹ֑קֲעַי רֶמאָ֥רְכִמ ב ה
֛יַּכ֖ךְָתָר ֹֽכְבּ־תֶא םוֹֹ֣ יַּו ׃י ִֽל ָ֔שֵׂע רֶמאֵ֛נִּה וִ֥כֹנָא הֵ֖לוֹה י֑מָל ךְֶ֥זּ־הָמָּלְו תוִּ֖ל הֹ֣ יַּו ׃ה ָֹֽרכְבּ י רֶמא
ֹ֗קֲעַיָ֤שִּׁה ב֙יִלּ הָעְב֔יַּכּ ַ֖בָשִּׁיַּו םוֹ֑ל עֹ֥כְּמִיַּו וֹ֖תָֹרכְבּ־תֶא רֹ֞קֲעַיְו ׃ב ֹֽקֲעַיְל וַֹ֣תָנ בָ֗שֵׂעְל ןֶ֚ל ו םֶח
ִ֣זְנוִּ֔שָׁדֲע דיֹ֣ יַּו םיֵ֔יַּו לַכא ָ֖יַּו ְתְּשַׁ֑לֵיַּו םָקִ֥יַּו ךְָ֖שֵׂע זֶב׃ה ָֹֽרכְבַּה־תֶא ו  
And Jacob simmered stew; and Esau came from the field and was 
famished. And Esau said to Jacob, “Please gorge me from the red-stuff, 
this red-stuff, for famished am I!” (This is why his name is called 
Edom.) And Jacob said, “Sell, this day, your birthright to me.” And 
Esau said, “Behold, I am going to die! What is a birthright to me?” And 
Jacob said, “Swear to me this day.” And he swore to him, and he sold 
his birthright to Jacob. And Jacob had given Esau bread and lentil stew, 
and he ate, was sated, arose, went, and Esau scorned his birthright. 
Berlin presented the following assessment of the characters of Jacob and Esau on the 
basis of the evidence in this passage: 
Esau’s speech and action mark him as a primitive person. He is 
concerned with immediate gratification of his physical needs and 
cannot think about abstract things like a birthright. … Poor Esau is not 
very bright, and this both repels the reader and makes him feel sorry for 
Esau. 
 Jacob, on the other hand, is as shrewd as Esau is dull-witted. He 
understands his brother and can easily manipulate him. … Esau was a 
man of the present moment; at that moment Esau needed the stew more 
than the birthright, so he sold it to Jacob.180 
The two figures’ competing desires and motives are nowhere articulated explicitly in 
the narrative; and yet it is virtually impossible to read a passage such as this without 
the sense that one has obtained some special insight into the characters’ innermost 
qualities. 
We must recognize, moreover, that direct speech, which is mimetic by its very 
nature, also is the most significant constituent of biblical narrative generally. Calling 
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attention to “the highly subsidiary role of narration in comparison to direct speech by 
the characters” in the Bible, Alter highlighted the role of narration as “frequently only 
a bridge between much larger units of direct speech.”181 He presented the story of 
David and Ahimelech at Nob (1 Sam 21:2–11) as an illustrative passage in which the 
primacy of dialogue is plain to see.182 The narrative voice in this passage presents 
significant information that sets the stage for the dialogue, in three sections, totaling 
58 words, that describe David’s movement to and from Nob, as well as certain details 
that impel and guide the scene’s forward momentum, such as the presence of Saul’s 
man Do'eg. The first such section appears at the outset, consisting of eleven Hebrew 
words; a longer section occurs in the middle, consisting of 37 words; and the third 
closes the passage, and consists of ten words. The remaining 113 words in the 
pericope, detailing the dialogue between David and Ahimelech, occur in two large 
chunks, which are separated by the large section of narrative in the middle of the 
passage. Only 17 of these 113 words are in the narrative voice, as against the 
remaining 96 words, which are in direct discourse; and these 17 narrative words 
themselves functionally are part of the dialogue, since they are concerned solely with 
identifying speaker and addressee. Thus, the passage attests 58 words of straight 
narration, versus 113 words presenting dialogue: roughly a two-to-one ratio. 
The Scenic Quality of Biblical Narrative 
While the statistical data may differ slightly elsewhere, this pericope’s use of 
direct speech as the primary storytelling vehicle is representative of the general trend 
across biblical literature: as Berlin put it, “it is in the nature of scenic representation 
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which typifies biblical narrative to prefer direct discourse whenever possible.”183 
Indeed, this emphasis on direct speech is more than just a highly mimetic feature, for it 
calls attention to the scenic quality of biblical narrative. In this mode, according to 
Licht, “the action is broken up into a sequence of scenes. Each scene presents the 
happenings of a particular place and time, concentrating the attention of the audience 
on the deeds and the words spoken. Conflicts, direct statements of single acts, and 
direct speech are preeminent.”184 In order to demonstrate more clearly what is meant 
by “scenic narrative,” Licht offered the following helpful, albeit nonbiblical, example 
of a single narrative thread presented in a variety of modes: 
Straight narrative: Richard rode through the woods for some hours 
until he reached the town. He dismounted at an inn, left his horse in 
charge of the ostler, and strode to the market place, where he found Sir 
John. They quarreled, and after a while started fighting. Scenic 
narrative: “Here you are, you dog,” cried Richard as he espied Sir John 
in the market place; “it took me hours of hard riding to find you!” “The 
honour is mine, I am sure,” replied Sir John. “How dare you mock me, 
take that!” exclaimed Richard, striking Sir John in the breast. 
Description: The tall houses of the old town looked down on the 
market place, where a merry crowd milled among the stalls. In the 
corner by the handsome fountain a spot had been cleared around two 
men engaged in a fight. They were Richard and Sir John, who etc. 
Comment: There is no greater hatred than that between those who have 
been friends. Thus Richard, spurred on by bitter hate, thought nothing 
of riding for some hours to take his revenge on Sir John, nor was he 
ashamed to start a fight in public.185 
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Although biblical literature is by no means limited exclusively to the second of these 
four narrative types, it is dominated by this scenic mode. Direct speech clearly lies at 
the center of scenic narrative, which usually limits its focus “to relatively 
straightforward interaction between a very limited number of characters.”186 In the 
vast majority of cases, this number is two, as is the case throughout Sefer Bilvam, for 
example, wherein the interactions presented there shift between various pairs of 
participants: Balaam and the messengers (who function collectively throughout); 
Balaam and God; Balaam and his jenny; Balaam and Balaq; and so on.187 
In this way, moreover, the scenic quality of biblical narrative operates on a 
formal level, providing a structured sequence of jumps from one dialogue, conflict, or 
confrontation to the next. Generally, the shifts from scene to scene are very brief, and 
often consist of descriptions in straight narrative of physical movement: as Jerome T. 
Walsh put it, “a change in…locale signals the end of one scene and the beginning of 
another.”188 In this way, scenic narrative inherently lends increased significance to the 
matters of place and time. With regard to the former, since movement tends to be 
relegated to the transitions between scenes, each scene therefore is conceived as taking 
place at a particular location. This location consequently can be invested with various 
types of significance, to which Yairah Amit directed her attention: 
…[P]lace serves the biblical author’s needs. When the author seeks to 
illustrate the power of the deity who rules over the whole world, a 
remote setting is chosen. When the author wishes to give the stories an 
air of historical reality, familiar places are chosen as the setting. At 
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times, the place-names hint at the ahistorical character of the story or 
act as a direct reflection of a hero. The author may use this device to 
create typological routes, or the derivation of place-names can heighten 
the historical awareness.189 
Evaluating the precise significance of a spatial referent in a given biblical passage can 
be a complicated matter, since the issue often is clouded by our ignorance of the 
potential traditional, historical, or narrative import of a particular toponym or setting. 
However, Amit’s emphasis on the importance of place—“what [place] has been 
mentioned, how it is mentioned, how many times, where, and to what purpose”190—
certainly is well founded. 
Temporal Progression and (Dis-)Continuity 
Time similarly attains heightened significance in biblical narrative as a result 
of its scenic character. On the surface, we are faced with the distinction between the 
passage of time being described in the world of the narrative, termed “action time”191 
or “narrated time,”192 and the “real” time that elapses as the audience experiences the 
narrative, called “telling time”193 or “narration time.”194 In scenic narrative, narration 
time typically is accelerated between scenes and slowed within them, by means of 
various devices catalogued by Licht and Amit.195 For example, the formulaic 
expressions used to introduce direct speech, which constitute one such device, can be 
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exceedingly brief, as in the compact uses of the single words רֶמֹאיַּו “he said” and 
רֶמֹאתַּו “she said” in Gen 38:16–18, or considerably more elaborate, as in the extended 
phrases introducing the speech of Potiphar’s wife in the following chapter:  אָרְקִתַּו
רֹמאֵל םֶהָל רֶמֹאתַּו הָּתיֵב יֵשְׁנַאְל “and she called to the people of her house and said to 
them, saying…” (Gen 39:14); ֵבַּדְתַּורֹמאֵל הֶלֵּאָה םיִרָבְדַּכּ ויָלֵא ר  “and she spoke to him 
such words as these, saying…” (Gen 39:17); רֹמאֵל ויָלֵא הָרְבִּדּ רֶשֲׁא וֹתְּשִׁא יֵרְבִדּ־תֶא 
“…the words of his wife that she had spoken to him, saying…” (Gen 39:19).196 
Another example is the employment of lists as a means of compressing the events of 
the narrative, as for instance in the first nine chapters of Chronicles, in which “all 
human history from Adam to the death of Saul” is presented in condensed form.197 
Among the tools available for the slowing or acceleration of narration time, perhaps 
the most salient for our interests here is the employment of direct speech, pervasive in 
scenic narrative, which serves to match the passage of narration time precisely with 
that of narrated time.198 
More significant than either the pace of narration or its relationship to the pace 
of the narrative world, however, is the deviation in the narrative from the sequence of 
narrated time. Amit identified two broad categories of this kind of dischronology.199 
The first is prolepsis, whereby an event is described before it actually is reached in the 
narrative sequence. Licht described this device as a situation in which “the narrator 
does not merely prolong his telling time, but also creates suspense by making the 
reader first expect some development of the plot, and then telling him something else, 
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before the expected event is actually reached in the story.”200 Thus, we know from the 
outset where the story leads in the account of Elijah’s assumption to heaven in 2 Kings 
2, which begins םִיָמָשַּׁה הָרָעְס ַֽבּ וּהָיִּלֵא־תֶא הָוהְי תוֹלֲעַהְבּ יִהְיַו “and it was, when Yahweh 
brought up Elijah in the heavenly whirlwind” (2 Kgs 2:1a); but we must proceed first 
through the rest the narrative, before we reach the point at which this event occurs. 
According to Amit, prolepsis “supports an ideological principle: stating in advance 
what is going to happen illustrates God’s control over history.”201 H. C. Brichto 
expressed the relationship between this device and the audience’s interpretation of a 
given scene in a somewhat more direct manner, identifying prolepsis as “the 
synoptic/resumptive technique” whereby the theme of a given scene is provided in 
advance in a concise form, and stands as an interpretive guide for the detailed account 
offered in the scene itself.202 Accordingly, he glossed the above line from 2 Kings as 
follows: “The circumstances of YHWH’s carrying off of Elijah, aloft in a whirlwind, 
were [as follows]:….”203 
The second type of dischronology is analepsis, which is one form of what 
Sternberg termed “gapping,”204 whereby a specific detail is omitted from its proper 
chronological place in the narrative, but provided at a later point. Amit observed that 
analepsis “helps the author to stress a particular situation or idea,”205 especially in 
cases where the cause of some particular event is to be traced back, literally or 
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ideologically, to a prior situation. Solomon’s reign as presented in 1 Kgs 3–11 
provides a good and fairly substantial demonstration of this point: 
After describing Solomon’s wisdom and his many achievements, the 
author passes to his later years and refers to his sins, including that he 
worshiped alien gods under the influence of his many foreign wives (1 
Kings 11:1–13). Then the author describes Solomon’s punishment and 
how the Lord “raised up an adversary against Solomon, the Edomite 
Hadad” (11:14–22), followed by Rezon son of Eliada (vv. 23–25), and 
finally Jeroboam son of Nebat (vv. 26–40). A close reading reveals that 
these punishments actually had threatened Solomon long before he was 
old, but the author, wishing to illustrate the principle of retribution and 
the connection between sin and punishment, mentions them only after 
he has described Solomon’s sin.206 
In this way, the author analeptically inverts the chronological sequence of events in 
order to make a theological point about the consequences of Solomon’s actions. Thus, 
due to their character as discrete points of momentary disruption in the flow of time 
within or between scenes, both prolepsis and analepsis effectively provide 
retrospective or prospective lenses that color the apparent significance of the 
preceding or subsequent scenic material. 
In addition to its heightening of the significance of both time and space, the 
formal character of scenic narrative described above, whereby scenes alternate with 
brief transitions as the narrative proceeds, has ramifications that extend well beyond 
the level of the individual scenes themselves. In accordance with this formal pattern, 
single scenes are strung together to form complexes of scenes, across which is 
undertaken the construction of a given narrative’s plot. Fokkelman described plot as a 
system of narrative organization along two axes: the horizontal, along which occur the 
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words, clauses, scenes, and groups of scenes that constitute the narrative; and the 
vertical, resulting “from the writer’s vision, who is on a plane above his subject matter 
and only includes…what contributes to his thematics and to the ideological unity of 
the story. The biblical narrator only uses details if they are functional to his plot.”207 
This selectivity, which is a crucial element in any kind of storytelling, is an 
especially prominent aspect of scenic narrative, in which events are boiled down to 
relatively basic, often polarized encounters between two (or, occasionally, more) 
individuals: “For each [event] that has found its way into the text ten or more have 
been left out.”208 On the surface, this would appear to render the Bible’s scenic 
narrative patently nonmimetic, since it goes without saying that reality and human 
existence do not proceed in a neat sequence of one well-defined bipartisan interaction 
after another. In practice, however, this mode actually facilitates a particularly 
mimetic audience experience of biblical narrative: “…[T]he scenes do not give the 
reader an outline of what has happened, but rather create the impression that the events 
are taking place before the reader’s very eyes, as if he or she is seeing and hearing 
what is happening at that precise instant and consequently becomes emotionally 
involved.”209 Indeed, scenic narrative’s emphasis on direct speech, for example, amply 
attests the mimetic versatility of this narrative mode. Herein lies the artistry of the 
form: the biblical authors’ careful and selective tailoring of each scene, and each series 
of scenes, results in the distillation of specific meanings (or ambiguities!) that are 
transmitted not by explicit specification, but by providing the audience with a quasi-
firsthand means of experiencing the events described. 
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Type-Scenes 
Another particularly remarkable aspect of the scenic quality of biblical 
literature generally is its encapsulation of narrative material in neatly packaged units, 
which facilitates the writers’ employment of literary conventions with great versatility. 
Alter’s study of the type-scene phenomenon in the Bible amply demonstrates this 
point. His understanding of this phenomenon, which originally was conceived in 
classical studies as a feature of the works of Homer,210 adapts the notion to biblical 
literature specifically, and demonstrates the tremendous range of possible meanings 
and implications achieved there by means of the skillful manipulation of conventional 
forms and motifs. Briefly, a type-scene is a basic narrative framework, generally 
conceived as originating in the oral–folkloric sphere, that consists of “a fixed 
constellation of predetermined motifs.”211 In biblical narrative, the best-attested type-
scenes occur in several distinct permutations, within each of which these 
predetermined motifs are manipulated in various ways, including amplification, 
suppression, inversion, or even omission. By relying on the audience’s familiarity with 
the traditional patterns constituting the underlying type-scene, the author is able to 
play on the audience’s expectations and perceptions, by adjusting the various 
components of the scene to achieve effects such as suspense or humor, and also to 
convey the emphases and connotations peculiar to the context in which the episode 
takes place. 
To take a closer look at one example, Alter’s discussion focuses specifically on 
a type-scene involving the betrothal of a major character, whose basic elements are as 
follows: 
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The betrothal type-scene, then, must take place with the future 
bridegroom…having journeyed to a foreign land. There he encounters a 
girl…or girls at a well. …[T]he man…then draws water from the well; 
afterward, the girl or girls rush to bring home the news of the stranger’s 
arrival…; finally, a betrothal is concluded between the stranger and the 
girl, in the majority of instances, only after he has been invited to a 
meal.212 
Alter proceeded to identify a number of instances of this type-scene, discussing the 
specific characteristics of each. In Genesis 24, for instance, the replacement of Isaac 
with a surrogate in the encounter with Rebekah, combined with her drawing of water 
for the visitor rather than the other way around, speak to the passivity of Isaac across 
the breadth of his career as a patriarch, and to Rebekah’s proactive, energetic 
personality—both of which will remain important aspects of these characters’ 
personalities, particularly in the story of Jacob’s deception of Isaac in Genesis 27.213 
Moses’s meeting with Zipporah in Exodus 2 is as spare a permutation of the type-
scene as Genesis 24 is long, as will be typical of the impersonal narratives about 
Moses as compared to those about the Patriarchs or David; and the incorportation of 
his confrontation with the marauders is equally appropriate for the man who will 
liberate his people and lead them in the military encounters of the Wandering.214 1 
Samuel 9 presents an aborted version of the type-scene, in which Saul meets a group 
of women at a well, but promptly proceeds on his way, withholding completion of the 
trope in a way that effectively foreshadows his lifelong journey of misapprehension 
and ultimate failure.215 Indeed, Alter observed that the total absence of the type-scene 
may in some cases bear special significance, as in the story of Samson (Judges 14), 
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whose brusque demand for the woman he desires and tacit expectation of his wish’s 
fulfillment are all the more effective as demonstrations of his impetuosity and 
impatience when contrasted with the pastoral hospitality of the well encounter, here 
noticeably absent.216 
The Use of Convention: Allusion in the Bible217 
In addition to the betrothal example, several other type-scenes have been 
identified in the Bible.218 The tremendously expressive versatility of this kind of 
employment of traditional themes revolves around the scenic character of these 
episodes, which lend themselves particularly well to a multiplicity of slightly (or 
greatly) variant forms that are incorporated into a wide array of narrative contexts. The 
biblical writers’ employment of convention, however, is by no means confined to the 
strictures of scenic narrative. Indeed, although a reliance on convention is typical of all 
literature to a significant degree,219 the Bible in particular stands out as a corpus whose 
conventions are strikingly self-aware, in the sense that the vast majority of the 
antecedents from which subsequent conventional presentations have drawn are located 
within this corpus. Such allusion occurs on both large and small scales: a specific 
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phraseology or an individual line of poetry might be used in one place as an evocation 
of the context, and thus the weight of meaning, associated with the same expression 
elsewhere; or an entire narrative cycle might resonate at numerous points with some 
other extended sequence, as with Gideon in Judges 6–8 and Moses and Aaron in the 
Torah.220 Having briefly discussed the type-scene phenomenon, I believe it is fruitful 
here likewise to consider allusion on the level of the individual scene, as a distinct 
manifestation of literary convention in the Bible. Alter offered a particularly 
illustrative example in his presentation of allusive elements in the story of Amnon’s 
rape of his sister Tamar (2 Samuel 13).221 
First, Amnon’s order for everyone but Tamar to vacate the premises ( וּאיִצוֹה
ֵמ שׁיִא־לָכיַלָע  “Take everyone out from before me,” 2 Sam 13:9) is identical to that 
issued by Joseph in Gen 45:3, just before he reveals his identity to his brothers. As 
Alter put it, “the same words that were a preface to a great moment of fraternal 
reconciliation are now a prologue to a sexual violation of the fraternal bond.”222 Later, 
his terse command to Tamar (יִתוֹחֲא יִמִּע יִבְכִשׁ יִאוֹבּ “Come, lie with me, my sister,” 2 
Sam 13:11) echoes that of Potiphar’s wife, whose two-word directive to Joseph ( הָבְכִשׁ
יִמִּע “Lie with me,” Gen 39:7) is similarly straightforward. Indeed, Joseph’s verbosity 
in contrast to the laconic speech of his master’s wife is mirrored in the story from 
Samuel, in which Amnon, “the assailant[,] is again laconic in lust…, while the assailed 
one, Tamar, speaks eight words for every one of his….”223 Finally, at the end of the 
episode, after Tamar has been cast out, she is described as wearing a םיִסַּפּ תֶנֹתְכּ 
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kət `ōnet ` passîm (2 Sam 13:18), the special tunic famously associated elsewhere only 
with Joseph. Alter interpreted these data as follows: 
This confluence of allusions to the Joseph story gives thematic depth to 
the tale of incestuous rape. The episode begins with an echo of Joseph’s 
reconciliation scene and moves back in reverse narrative direction to 
the ornamental tunic, which in the Joseph story marks the initial crime 
of brothers against brother, when they attacked him and fabricated out 
of the blood-soaked garment the evidence of his death.224 
Thus, here we have a single scene that draws on the entire scope of a different 
narrative cycle, in order “to underline a theme, define a motive or character, provide a 
certain orientation toward an event.”225 
This example is but one instance of allusion in the Bible, of which countless 
other instances, of greater and lesser degree, could be provided. Moreover, as 
demonstrated in works such as Rendsburg’s study of Davidic themes in the book of 
Genesis, the allusive quality of biblical narrative has a bearing beyond the literary on 
our understanding of the biblical corpus.226 Indeed, such “elaborating, transforming, 
reversing, reinventing, or selectively remembering pieces of the past to fit into a new 
textual pattern”227 stands as the pivotal aspect of the Bible’s use of convention. In 
order for such conventions to function narratively, the audience must be familiar with 
the precursors of any given allusive element, and so the self-referential character of 
such conventions in the Bible requires that the entire collection of literature be 
approached on some level as a continuous, organic whole. 
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This unity-in-multiplicity was expressed elegantly by Edward L. Greenstein, 
who remarked as follows in the course of his examination of the literary history of the 
biblical corpus: 
I incline toward the many critics who see the final formation of the 
primary biblical narrative as a complicated process mixing diverse 
genres, many sources, oral and written, long and short. Like Job, who 
did not understand how Leviathan was made, I do not pretend that I can 
unravel or reconstruct the creation of the remarkable history of Israel’s 
covenant up to the Babylonian exile. … [But o]verall, I do see many 
sinews—conceptual, thematic, and rhetorical—holding the elephant 
together.228 
Thus, convention in biblical literature may be conceived as the “sinews” of 
Greenstein’s “elephant,” and serves to link together the entire range of disparate 
materials in the Bible, standing as “an index of the degree to which ancient Hebrew 
literature was on its way from corpus to canon….”229 Consequently, we must view 
allusion as a means to an end, rather than an end in itself, as Alter indicated by the 
following remark about Isaiah’s allusions to Genesis, applicable broadly to biblical 
literature as a whole: “The essential point…is not the prophet’s clever use of allusion, 
but the deep affinity of perception with his predecessors that his use of allusion 
reflects.”230 In other words, the continuity evident in the Bible’s uses of convention is 
not an illusory happenstance arising from superficial similarities, but a deep and 
genuine reflection of a worldview in process, any given stage of which can renew its 
engagement with prior established perceptions and expressions as it grapples with the 
tensions and challenges of its subject matter. 
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The Bible as Simultaneously Composite and Unified 
To be sure, an examination of the conventions represented in biblical literature 
sheds light only on those elements that we can perceive and interpret, and there 
doubtless remain innumerable features of this kind that are, “after three millennia, no 
longer recoverable.”231 And, indeed, Alter repeatedly emphasized the tremendous 
value of the contributions made by source-critical and other historically-minded 
methodologies, as, for instance, in the following statement presented at the outset of 
one of his studies: “Let me hasten to say that if we murder to dissect, we also dissect 
to understand, and nothing in what follows is meant to discount the impressive 
advances in the understanding of the historical development of the Bible that have 
been achieved through the analysis of its text, whatever the margin of conjecture, into 
disparate components.”232 Literary approaches cannot and should not be credited with 
explaining away all advances in source criticism and similar methods: 
There are passages of biblical narrative that seem to resist any 
harmonizing interpretation, leading one to conclude either that there 
were certain circumstances in the transmission and editing of ancient 
Hebrew texts which could on occasion lead to intrinsic incoherence, or 
that the biblical notion of what constituted a meaningful and unified 
narrative continuum might at times be unfathomable from the 
enormous distance of intellectual and historical evolution that stands 
between us and these creations of the early Iron Age.233 
In other words, despite our best literary efforts, there remain a wealth of cruces that 
literarily-oriented hypotheses have proved insufficient to disentangle. This is not to 
say that any other method, no matter how entrenched in the traditional currents of 
                                                 
 
231
 Alter 1981: 49. 
232
 Alter 1992: 109. 
233
 Alter 1981: 133. 
 265 
biblical scholarship, should stand as the de facto approach of choice, either in specific 
cases or generally; each should be evaluated continually on its own merits. But it is 
important to avoid overstating the illuminatory capability of the literary viewpoint, 
which, though long underestimated, is far from limitless. 
That said, however, in the larger context of biblical scholarship, the point made 
above about the continuity of the biblical literary tradition as reflected in its use of 
convention is particularly noteworthy, since the interconnection across and interplay 
between the sundry permutations of conventional forms or motifs are qualities that 
“strictly historical hypotheses would fail even to touch upon.”234 In general terms, 
such a unifying perspective is the very contribution that literary approaches can offer 
over and above more atomistic methodologies, since, as Alter put it, it enables us to 
examine in great detail “what the biblical authors and author-redactors surely aimed 
for—a continuous reading of the texts instead of a nervous hovering over its various 
small components.”235 He argued that in biblical studies, “the concentration on 
dissected elements has led to a relative neglect of the complex means used by the 
biblical writers to lock their texts together, to amplify their meanings by linking one 
text with another…into intricate, integrated structures, which are, after all, what we 
experience as readers and which abundantly deserve scholarly consideration.”236 To 
put it another way, the aim of biblical literary criticism is not to dismiss the notion of 
the Bible’s composite nature, which in general terms is indisputable on some level at 
least, but rather to examine how its various pieces are joined together and operate in 
concert. 
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Herein lies the distinguishing characteristic that sets this method apart from 
those concerned with the study of the individual pieces themselves. Moreover, the 
ramifications of such a perspective are by no means limited to the mere amplification 
of the aesthetic sensibilities of various biblical texts, but also can bear a deeper 
significance, as Stanley Gevirtz observed: “To be indifferent toward their art is to risk 
indifference for their meaning.”237 Far from mere ornamentation, the Bible’s literary 
sophistication itself operates as a vehicle for the transmission of ideas, implicitly 
supporting and enriching a given text’s explicit content. 
Alter fruitfully explored this challenging idea of the Bible as a body of 
literature that is both composite and unified, ultimately concluding that “the 
characteristic biblical method for incorporating multiple perspectives appears to have 
been not a fusion of views into a single utterance but a montage of viewpoints 
arranged in sequence.”238 Generally speaking, this perspective sheds literary light on 
aspects of the biblical material, such as reduplications and contradictions, that are 
viewed traditionally as editorial vestiges demarcating distinct sources, with minimal 
concern for the import of their having been allowed to persist in the final version of 
the text. To clarify Alter’s point, it is worthwhile to revisit briefly one of the examples 
he discussed, namely the end of Genesis 42, in which Joseph’s brothers, who have met 
him in Egypt without recognizing him, have left Simeon with him and set off to return 
to their father. In verse 25, we are informed that Joseph has ordered secretly that the 
silver that the brothers used to buy grain be returned to their sacks. During the journey 
home, in verse 27, one of the brothers discovers the silver, and upon his informing the 
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others, they collectively remark, וּנָל םיִהלֱֹא הָשָׂע תֹאזּ־הַמ “What is this that Elohim has 
done to us?” (Gen 42:28). Later, however, the discovery recurs in an entirely different 
context, when in verse 35 the brothers and their father Jacob see the silver and are 
afraid (וּאְרִיַּו). In this instance it is Jacob who responds in verse 36 with an apparent 
non sequitur, expressing his agonized feeling of perpetual bereavement at having lost 
first Joseph, then Simeon, and now Benjamin as well. 
From a strictly logical–chronological standpoint, it hardly is conceivable that 
the discovery of the silver could occur twice, and this has been interpreted in 
traditional source criticism as an indication of two contradictory traditions: the first 
discovery represents the version of the story attested in the J source, and the second 
comes from E. Indeed, Alter himself in no way sought to discredit the existence of 
these two sources, either generally or in this specific context. Rather, he aimed instead 
to reframe our perception of this apparent disagreement between the two accounts, in a 
way that strikingly resonates with the observations of Whybray presented above: 
The contradiction between verses 27–28 and verse 35 is so evident that 
it seems naïve on the part of any modern reader to conclude that the 
ancient Hebrew writer was so inept or unperceptive that the conflict 
between the two versions could have somehow escaped him. Let me 
suggest that, quite to the contrary, the Hebrew writer was perfectly 
aware of the contradiction but viewed it as a superficial one. In linear 
logic, the same action could not have occurred twice in two different 
ways; but in the narrative logic with which the writer worked, it made 
sense to incorporate both versions available to him because together 
they brought forth mutually complementary implications of the 
narrated event, thus enabling him to give a complete imaginative 
account of it.239 
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The first version, he went on to explain, emphasizes the brothers’ wonder at what has 
happened, at their strange encounter with their fate as decreed by God—an encounter 
whose agent, unbeknownst to them, is Joseph, whom they have just unwittingly 
encountered.240 This account, then, operates on a “theological–historical” axis, in 
which “what is important is the mysterious workings of God, Joseph’s role as an agent 
of divine destiny, and the paramount theme of knowledge versus ignorance.”241 
In the second version, brothers and father initially react not with wonder but 
with wordless fear, plainly stated by the single Hebrew word, punctuated only by 
Jacob’s cryptic utterance. In Alter’s view, this fear is reflective of their feelings of 
guilt regarding their earlier actions toward Joseph: “The brothers sold Joseph 
southward into slavery for twenty pieces of silver (kesef); now they find at the end of 
their own northward journey from the place to which they sent him that the silver 
(kesef) they paid out has mysteriously reappeared in their saddle-packs, and this 
touches a raw nerve of guilt in them that had been laid bare by Joseph’s imprisonment 
of Simeon and his demand for Benjamin.”242 He went on to posit that Jacob must 
perceive not only their fear, but this guilt as well; and so, explicitly connecting this 
situation with the prior loss of Joseph and Simeon and the potential loss of Benjamin, 
he levels an accusation against them: םֶתְּלַכִּשׁ יִתֹא “Me you have bereaved!” (Gen 
42:36). This version, then, operates on a “moral–psychological” axis, in which “what 
is crucial is the painful process by which the brothers come to accept responsibility for 
what they have done and are led to work out their guilt.”243 
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In the mindset of the biblical writers, Alter proposed, these two wholly distinct 
but equally important aspects of the story are best laid out side by side, rather than 
forced into one monolithic, all-encompassing expression: 
A writer in another tradition might have tried somehow to combine the 
different aspects of the story in a single narrative event; the biblical 
author, dealing as he often did in the editing and splicing and artful 
montage of antecedent literary materials, would appear to have reached 
for this effect of multifaceted truth by setting in sequence two different 
versions that brought into focus two different dimensions of his 
subject.244 
Possibly, one might go one step further, and argue that this not a redactional feature 
but a true compositional one—that is, that in the light of this approach there is no need 
in this case to perceive disparate sources at all. But it is valuable to recognize that 
Alter’s restraint in this regard serves to amplify the degree to which his view is not 
only not necessarily opposed to, but in fact actually compatible at times with 
traditional methods such as source criticism. His perspective simply posits that from 
the standpoint of the ultimate literary creation, the redactor’s function can resemble 
more closely that of a true author than that of an editor.245 
Invitation to a Holistic Perspective on Sefer Bilvam 
Needless to say, however, there remain countless places in biblical literature 
where literary explanations stand at odds with those provided by other longstanding 
critical methods. In some cases, such explanations can be evaluated only according to 
personal preference; in others, they provide an important counterpoint to certain 
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problematic assumptions that persist in the non-literary sphere; and in still others, they 
are unable, as yet, to provide the desired illuminating or corrective insight. But on a 
broad scale, the considerable gains made by way of literary approaches to the Bible 
require that we heed Polzin’s argument for “an operational priority to literary analysis 
at the preliminary stages of research.”246 As Alter put it, “[B]efore you can decide 
whether a text is defective, composite, or redundant, you have to determine to the best 
of your ability the formal principles on which the text is organized.”247 To disparage 
the expansive contributions of other methodologies to scholarly discourse on the Bible 
and its development would be the height of folly; but in order to ensure that we are not 
misreading the evidence, we must be willing first to entertain the possibility that its 
peculiarities and challenges are not signs of imperfection, but rather integral 
components of the distinctive character of biblical literature. Moreover, even if one 
prefers to attribute such data to the composite nature of a given text, this should not 
detract from one’s consideration of the final version’s literary character. Indeed, with 
regard to Sefer Bilvam itself, Jacob Milgrom observed as follows: 
Of course, the possibility must be considered that the poetic oracles and 
the narrative were originally independent of each other, discrete epics 
on the same theme, which were fused at a later date by a single editorial 
hand. However, even if this were so, the fusion is so thoroughgoing and 
skillful that the original seams are no longer visible: The redaction is a 
new artistic creation.248 
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With this in mind, I proceed in the next chapter to offer thorough analyses of 
the mechanics and communicative import of a variety of specific literary devices in 
Sefer Bilvam. Although the majority of the devices examined here are evident 
primarily in the prose narrative of the pericope, several important elements arise in the 
poetry as well, and receive attention at the appropriate junctures. Moreover, some 
devices evidently are operative in both realms, and thus provide further justification 
for perceiving the entire pericope as an integrated unit in which prose and poetry work 
in tandem. In some cases, the results of this discussion permit a reevaluation of 
traditional source-critical perspectives on the pericope; but the primary goal is to 
understand the inner workings of these devices, with an eye toward their collective 
contribution to the text’s transmission of meaning. 
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CHAPTER 5 
LITERARY DEVICES IN SEFER BILvAM:  
THE FUNDAMENTAL COMPONENTS 
Introductory Remarks 
The majority of the literary devices that occupy our attention in this chapter 
occur in the prose narrative of Sefer Bilvam, though instances arising in the poetry of 
Balaam’s oracles receive ample attention as well. I have confined the list of devices 
under scrutiny here to those that operate on a relatively fine scale, that is, on the level 
of individual sounds, words, phrases, and concepts. At times, however, the 
deployment of these devices across the pericope results in a cumulative picture that is 
more extensive in scope, as is the case particularly with respect to repetition and 
structure, the final two devices to be explored here. Indeed, in certain cases, the device 
in question evinces tremendous range not only in terms of the breadth of textual 
material that it encompasses, but also with regard to its free movement along the 
prosaic–poetic spectrum. Regardless of the “tangible” size of such devices, however, 
our concern here is not with broader themes and impressions, but with the minutiae of 
the text, which are considered both individually and collectively. It may be helpful to 
conceive of this body of literary devices as the toolbox of the text’s authors, who have 
employed them in remarkably sophisticated ways as an aid both to the aesthetics of the 
text and to its success in trasmitting the desired complex of meanings. 
At this juncture, it is crucial to recognize that style-switching and setting-
switching, whose operation in Sefer Bilvam was examined in Chapter 3, constitute 
equal partners in the authors’ literary toolbox, on precisely the same level as the other 
literary devices to be explored in this chapter. Although the relative unfamiliarity of 
style- and setting-switching and the intensive linguistic scrutiny that they demand have 
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warranted their treatment in a separate chapter, from a literary standpoint this should 
not be interpreted as a qualitative differentiation between those devices and the one 
explored below. Rather, all of these should be seen collectively as the fundamental 
elements that constitute the literary character of the pericope. 
We proceed now to an examination of the following literary devices across 
both the prosaic and poetic portions of the pericope: sound echo, including alliteration 
and assonance; keywords; naming and epithets; gapping and ambiguity; repetition and 
variation; and structure. I begin each respective section with a brief review of the 
relevant secondary literature, from which I draw the perspectives and methods applied 
in the subsequent analysis. 
“Sound Echo:” Alliteration, Assonance, and Related Phenomena 
The term “sound echo” is borrowed from an article in The New Princeton 
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, in which T. V. F. Brogan subsumed under this 
designation three distinct types of phonetic patterning.1 Here I offer somewhat 
simplified versions of Percy G. Adams’s definitions of these types: 
Alliteration: Strategic repetition of the same initial consonant or 
consonant cluster in multiple words and/or syllables2 
Assonance: Strategic repetition of the same final or, somewhat less 
frequently, medial vowel sound in multiple words and/or syllables3 
Consonance: Strategic repetition of the same final consonant or 
consonant cluster in multiple words and/or syllables; or more 
specifically, in some contexts, “the repetition…of two or more 
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 Brogan et al. 1993 (n.p.), § I, “Definition.” 
2
 Adams 1993a (n.p.). 
3
 Adams 1993b (n.p.). 
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consonant sounds without the intervening vowel echo, as live-
leave”4 
Of particular note here are the specific references to the location of the repeated 
vocable, since in biblical literature this aspect of sound echo evidently is of less 
importance. Thus, Wilfred G. E. Watson’s more general remark with regard to biblical 
poetry may be applied likewise to prose: “Alliteration is the effect produced when the 
same consonant recurs within a unit of verse.…Alliteration is here understood in its 
wider sense of consonant repetition and is not confined to word-initial alliteration.”5 
He proceeded to refer to “alliterative clusters”6 of consonants, which can recur in strict 
or jumbled sequence, and also noted what he called “near-alliteration,”7 where similar 
but not identical phonemes (e.g., dentals, sibilants, etc.) are utilized to produce an 
effect analogous to that of true alliteration. 
In sum, sound echo in biblical literature may be characterized concisely as the 
strategic repetition in close proximity of a sound or cluster of sounds, with the terms 
“alliteration” and “assonance” referring broadly to such repetition as it applies to 
consonants and vowels respectively. The Bible also occasionally attests rhyme, which 
amounts to the simultaneous use of alliteration and assonance. The significance of 
rhyme, or more specifically end-rhyme, as an artistic phenomenon in the Semitic 
languages is somewhat difficult to gauge, since the morphological constraints involved 
in the use of philological components such as pronominal suffixes, feminine endings, 
and so on frequently result in inescapable phonetic repetitions at the ends of words. 
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 Watson 1984: 225. 
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 Watson 1984: 226. 
7
 Watson 1984: 225. 
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Nevertheless, in certain instances it is readily apparent that such patterns occur 
intentionally, not incidentally. 
When considered as a form of repetition, therefore, sound echo stands as an 
oral/auditory instance of what James Kugel termed the Bible’s “seconding” impulse,8 
even operating at times as a kind of phonetic (as opposed to semantic) parallelism. 
Adele Berlin, who preferred to focus solely on consonantal repetition because of the 
relatively minor role of vowels in Hebrew wordplay and the lingering questions about 
the pronunciation of the language,9 defined the notion of “sound pairs” as “the 
repetition…of the same or similar consonants in any order within close proximity,”10 
which overlaps precisely with the alliterative phenomena described by Watson. 
Moreover, it is worthwhile to heed Berlin’s reservations about assonance, which 
accord with the overwhelmingly consonantal focus generally attested in scholarship. 
Thus, although with due caution we may observe the same essential principles at work 
in some noteworthy cases of vowel repetition, the consonantal (hence alliterative) 
varieties of sound echo predominates in the present study. 
Notwithstanding the remarks of Berlin, Watson, and a few others, scholarship 
has devoted comparatively little attention to sound echo as a prominent literary device 
in the Bible. Alliteration has received the vast majority of scholarly attention, but 
general theoretical explorations, while frequently offering important perspectives on 
the matter, have been particularly sporadic. Two prominent early sources, by 
Immanuel M. Casanowicz and Joseph Reider, confine their focus exclusively to 
alliterative patterns exhibited in two or more immediately adjacent words—a 
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 See, e.g., Kugel 1981: 51–54 and passim. 
9
 Berlin 1985: 104. 
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 Berlin 1985: 104. 
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phenomenon for which Reider imported the Arabic term عﺕا 'itbāv—but devote no 
attention to more extended, less contiguous usages of the device.11 
More recently, Baruch Margalit’s series of articles on alliteration in Ugaritic 
poetry offers a sustained foray into the subject in Northwest Semitic generally.12 But 
its limitations with regard to the light it sheds on biblical literature are manifold. First, 
it focuses solely on poetry. Second, it invites a simple, unqualified transferrence of the 
author’s findings from Ugaritic to Hebrew.13 Third, in a manner akin to the efforts of 
Casanowicz and Reider, it treats “the verse…as the main alliterative framework,”14 
thus confining its scope exclusively to alliteration occurring in close proximity. And 
fourth, it is somewhat overbold, perhaps, in its assertion of the ubiquity of alliteration: 
“A verse whose structure has been correctly established should show itself as an 
alliterative unit as well.”15 At times, Margalit’s body of work evinces his attempts to 
demonstrate this principle by emending heavy-handedly in the interest of 
“discovering” the true alliterative nature of a particular text; and as a result his 
conclusions must be treated with great caution. Nevertheless, his sustained 
explorations of this topic are noteworthy, and in particular his observation that “an 
understanding of certain grammatical forms or lexical terms in given contexts cannot 
be complete without recognizing the factor of alliterative exigency”16 is of critical 
value and resonates with those expressed subsequently by others. 
                                                 
 
11
 Casanowicz 1894: 8–13, 30–33; Reider 1934. 
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 Margalit 1975; Margalit 1976; Margalit 1979; Margalit 1980. 
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 Margalit 1975: 310–311. 
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 Margalit 1975: 311. 
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 Margalit 1975: 311. 
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 Margalit 1975: 311. 
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A few works address alliteration by way of a brief assessment in the context of 
much broader subject matter. In addition to those cited above by Berlin and Watson,17 
Luis Alonso Schökel’s volume on Hebrew poetics18 stands as another example.19 
Elsewhere, general theoretical approaches to alliteration have tended to appear as 
introductory remarks in smaller-scale studies concerned with specific biblical or 
extrabiblical texts or, in some cases, with individual instances of the phenomenon in 
these corpora. Of particular note in this regard are works by Lawrence Boadt and Gary 
A. Rendsburg, who devote significant portions of their examinations to the task of 
reviewing the preliminary theory.20 Most such studies, however, dispense with such 
background in favor of a tighter focus on the text in question. This is the case, for 
example, in Aloysius Fitzgerald’s exploration of Psalm 29,21 David Noel Freedman’s 
analysis of the structure of Psalm 137,22 Rendsburg’s adducement of the alliterative 
term ַתתוֹיִּפְּל  in Song 4:4,23 and so on.24 
Lengthier works, such as Shalom M. Paul’s commentary on Amos25 or Charles 
Conroy’s and J. P. Fokkelman’s extended studies of the books of Samuel,26 the latter 
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 Above, pp. 274–275. 
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 Alonso Schökel 1988: 31–33. 
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 See also Watson 1994: 28 and passim, and also the brief additional bibliography in Margalit 1979: 
537 n. 2 and Boadt 1983: 354–355 n. 11, the latter of which includes a single reference pertaining to 
assonance. 
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 Boadt 1983: 353–356; Rendsburg 2008: 83–85. 
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 Fitzgerald 1974. 
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 Freedman 1971. Rendsburg–Rendsburg 1993 deals with the same text, and raises the issue of sound 
echo on pp. 398–399. 
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 Rendsburg 1994. 
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 See also, e.g., Perdue 1974 (Psalm 49); Rendsburg 1999b (Ps 110:3b); Rendsburg 2002b: 28 (Gen 
24:18–22), 36 (1 Sam 2:11–21); Rendsburg 2003b: 106–107 (Gen 21:4–8), 107 (Exod 2:2–6), 118 (1 
Kgs 21:2); Fokkelman–Rendsburg 2003 (Ps 116:4b, 8b); etc.; and note Watson 1989: 54–56, wherein 
are presented an array of other biblical examples of sound echo. Rendsburg 2008 offers a rare sustained 
examination of alliteration in an extended prose context, namely, the Exodus narrative. 
25
 Paul 1991: 117, 163, 220 n. 21, 257 n. 13, 276 n. 33. 
26
 Conroy 1978: 115–116; Fokkelman 1981–1993: passim. 
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of which presents numerous examples of alliteration across its four volumes, do not 
devote significant attention to the broader theoretical questions about the role of 
alliteration in biblical literature, instead simply describing the phenomenon and 
pointing out its various attestations. The same is true of those studies focusing on 
related bodies of literature, such as Rendsburg’s article on literary devices in the 
Egyptian story of the Shipwrecked Sailor,27 Terence Collins’s poetic breakdown of the 
Kilamuwa Inscription,28 and Dennis Pardee’s monograph on vAnat I and Proverbs 2.29 
The result of such a sporadic and disparate array of secondary literature 
concerned with alliteration is that there remains no clear consensus on the significance 
of alliteration in biblical literature, and particularly in the prose material. As a result, at 
times such efforts have come under attack, as is evident in Michael O’Connor’s 1977 
response to earlier articles by Collins and Fitzgerald.30 Therein, the author specifically 
addressed the matter of alliteration, as presented in Collins’s work on the Kilamuwa 
inscription, as one of “several spurious and misleading phenomena which should be 
removed from consideration….”31 He proceeded to argue that it is inappropriate to 
make a case for alliteration in situations where the alliterating consonants are 
extremely common, specifically citing Fitzgerald’s reading of Psalm 29 in which a 
replacement of all occurrences of the name ְיָוהה  with ַבַּעל  produces a series of 
alliterative strands running throughout the poem on the consonants b, v, and l.32 The 
upshot of O’Connor’s argument is that the remaining cases of alliteration in the 
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 Rendsburg 2000a: 17, 20–22. 
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 Collins 1971: 185–186. 
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 Pardee 1988: 133–138 and Table 1.7.1. 
30
 O’Connor 1977, which responds to Collins 1971 and Fitzgerald 1974. 
31
 O’Connor 1977: 15. 
32
 O’Connor 1977: 16–17; and cf. the similar remarks offered in del Olmo Lete 1984: 428. 
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biblical corpus, for instance, are infrequent enough that the significance of the 
phenomenon as a literary device is significantly undermined. 
To be sure, O’Connor’s criticism of Fitzgerald’s approach, extended also to the 
perspective of Collins, is well worth careful consideration, not least because 
Fitzgerald’s argument revolves around a version of the text that is not actually 
attested. However, it is reasonable to see O’Connor’s viewpoint as representative of a 
highly conservative approach that could easily result in the rejection of any number of 
examples of alliteration purely on the basis of the consonant(s) in question, while the 
evidence in such cases, when considered with all due caution, strongly speaks to 
careful craft rather than the simple happenstance of the language. To this end, it is 
important to consider Watson’s statement that “alliteration is only significant in terms 
of its function….”33 In other words, any approach to alliteration in the Bible must 
begin with a clear understanding of its behavior and function, aspects regarding which 
some of the works identified above provide useful insights. Such background material 
provides the necessary tools for identifying the presence and operating principles of 
any alliterative sequences at work in a given text. 
Secondary literature that takes up the matter of alliteration, and occasionally 
other types of sound echo, is concerned most often with the operation of the device as 
it occurs in poetry. It frequently is adduced as an element working in tandem with the 
structural constitution of a particular poetic unit,34 or more broadly as an element 
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 Watson 1984: 227. 
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 See, e.g., Boadt 1983: 355; Collins 1971: 185; Margalit 1975: 311. M. Salisbury (1994: 438, 440) 
also dealt to some extent with sound echo as a structural feature, but was concerned primarily with the 
ramifications of such elements on the translation process. An early attempt to treat sound echo from a 
structural perspective is that of Charles A. Briggs (1887: 156), in which his previously promised 
“examples of the use of rhyme, assonance and alliteration” (Briggs 1886: 170) are embodied in a single 
problematic instance of near-rhyme in Ps 2:4b–5, which itself necessitates the rejection of the tevamim 
and attachment of ְבוֹפַּא  to 5b rather than 5a in order to achieve the series וֹמ ָֽל…וֹמיֵלֵא…וֹמ ֵֽלֲהַבְי  at the ends 
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related to poetic rhythm.35 To be sure, alliteration effectively lends itself to tandem 
operation with structural features such as parallelism and repetition. In addition, as 
Alonso Schökel and Watson have noted,36 it can help to emphasize certain sections, 
phrases, or individual words in a given poem, highlighting them as particularly 
significant. 
Taking these in conjunction with a handful of other alliterative functions, 
isolated by J. T. S. Wheelock37 and applied to biblical poetry by Watson, such as its 
mnemonic, focusing, and intensifying aspects, one is reminded inescapably of the 
orality of biblical literature. The potency of alliteration lies in its being spoken, and it 
is to be understood in this sense as a particularly well-suited aid both to the speaker’s 
recall and delivery and to the audience’s comprehension of meaning and significance 
in what is spoken. 
Alliteration in the Bible is by no means limited to poetry, however. For prose 
the same rules apply, but at times one also encounters a substantially broader scale in 
alliterative patterning.38 That is to say, in addition to such sequences in discrete 
segments involving just a few words, the device can be deployed across lengthy 
passages, or even entire pericopes.39 The result would appear to be a connective 
                                                                                                                                            
 
of the three cola in question. His already questionable argument encounters additional difficulty due to 
its omission of the two cola just a few lines prior that similarly end in  -וֹמי ֵֽת  (2:3a, 3b), and the potential 
bearing of this pattern on his proposed strophic breakdown of the poem. 
35
 Hauser 1980: 24. 
36
 Alonso Schökel 1963: 80–84; Watson 1984: 228. 
37
 Wheelock 1978: 379–396, wherein the terms used are mnemonic, energaeic, and vocative. 
38
 Rendsburg 2008, which examines alliterative phenomena across the entire Exodus narrative, is 
noteworthy for its treatment of this topic in a prose context, especially one of such great length. 
39
 Note, e.g., Rendsburg’s discussion of the keyword תַבּ in Exodus 1–2, which alliterates with various 
terms throughout both chapters (Rendsburg 2008: 85–86). For an extrabiblical example, we may refer 
to the story of the Shipwrecked Sailor, in which the keyword dpt “ship,” attested throughout the text, 
finds alliterative partners at various points separated by dozens of lines (Rendsburg 2000a: 21). 
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quality to such extended patterns of alliteration, drawing together the various segments 
and ideas that arise across an extended body of text. 
The presence of alliteration in prose as well as in poetry emphasizes the fact 
that one must reckon additionally with the ornamental function of sound echo, which 
overlaps to some extent with the functions already noted—highlighting important 
points in the text, facilitation of recitation and comprehension, etc.—but extends also 
to what Kugel termed the “heightening” of biblical language.40 Apparently overlooked 
by Watson41 and others, this quality suggests that we see alliteration as an element that 
formalizes and elevates the places in a text where it occurs, increasing the significance 
and loftiness of the words and passages in question. Accordingly, as discussed in the 
previous chapter,42 at times it can help to shift a prosaic passage slightly closer to the 
poetic end of the Bible’s literary spectrum. 
Finally,43 it is clear that in biblical literature, unusual word choices frequently 
have been made for the purpose of producing alliteration or some other form of sound 
echo.44 This provides a useful tool for the scholar, since even when a unusual word’s 
precise meaning or sense is obscure, it may be verified as correct and even potentially 
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 Kugel 1981: passim, e.g. 85. 
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 This aspect is not mentioned in Watson 1984: 225–229, his most thorough exploration of the matter. 
42
 See above, pp. 233–237. 
43
 In addressing the functions of sound echo, I stop short of including Freedman’s remarks regarding 
Psalm 137 (Freedman 1971). He stated that the device was used “to produce a mournful tone,” 
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 See (with all due caution) Margalit 1975: 311, cited above, and also, e.g., Fokkelman–Rendsburg 
2003; Margalit 1979: 538–551; Rendsburg 1994; Rendsburg 1999b; Rendsburg 2000a: 20; Rendsburg 
2008: 84. 
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interpreted with more accuracy if it can be associated with such a pattern in the 
surrounding context. 
Bearing these ideas in mind, we may adduce several alliterative schemata, as 
well as certain other instances of sound echo, in Sefer Bilvam. To reiterate, however, it 
is not enough simply to isolate sequences of repeated sounds in the text. I aim instead 
to identify the contributions that such sequences make to the text as a literary work, 
and for this reason I offer here a presentation of the data whose focus, where possible, 
will lie in demonstrating such functions. 
I begin by examining alliterative patterns that play on the names of the main 
characters in the pericope. Although the matter of naming in Sefer Bilvam will concern 
us in a subsequent section, it is appropriate here to direct attention briefly to the work 
of Moshe Garsiel, which underlies many of the observations to follow. In his volume 
Biblical Names: A Literary Study of Midrashic Derivations and Puns,45 originally 
published in Hebrew in 1987, he explored a phenomenon in biblical literature that he 
termed “midrashic name derivation” or MND,46 whereby the names of people and 
places in the Bible are imbued with significance “on the basis of sound or semantic 
potential.”47 He argued that MND is to be distinguished from overt aetiological 
statements about characters’ names, since it is not concerned directly with the act of 
naming or with providing a literarily motivated etymology for a given name, but 
instead creates a remarkably flexible network of cognitive associations around the 
name in question: “Here we are dealing with a wider scope of potential derivations: 
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 Garsiel 1991. 
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 Garsiel 1991: 19. 
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 Garsiel 1991: 19. 
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sound effects (e.g., alliteration), word play, subtle riddles, concealed meanings, key 
motifs, etc.—all are derived from names regardless of their reasonable etymology.”48 
Jacob’s name stands as a particularly illustrative instance of this phenomenon. 
Garsiel pointed out that “[e]tymologists regard this name (yvqb—בקעי) as a short 
version of the common name yvqb'l (לאבקעי) and its like.”49 Meanwhile, “[t]he 
naming explanation in Gen 25:26…links the naming [of Jacob] with the special 
occurrence of Jacob’s birth: he was born while his hand held Esau’s heel (vqb—
בקע).”50 In addition to these two perspectives, however, Garsiel pointed out that “[t]he 
MND of this name is expressed by Esau: ‘Is he not rightly named Jacob [yvqb—בקעי]! 
For he has supplanted me [w-yvqbny—ינבקעיו] these two times’ (Gen 27:36). In this 
pun, Esau exploits Jacob’s name for his own purposes, and gives a derivation which 
differs from both etymology and the Bible’s own name explanation.”51 
This MND’s clear reliance on the similarity between the sounds uttered in the 
name ֹבקֲעַי and those in the verb ַויִנֵבְקְעַיּ  serves as a felicitous indicator of how we shall 
proceed in this discussion. As we shall see, many of the following observations 
regarding alliteration on the names םָעְלִבּ and קָלָבּ rely heavily on details adduced 
already by Garsiel. For this reason, as we undertake a close examination of these 
features, the patterns discussed here should be considered within the context of 
Garsiel’s perspective on MNDs generally. 
                                                 
 
48
 Garsiel 1991: 20. 
49
 Garsiel 1991: 21. 
50
 Garsiel 1991: 21. 
51
 Garsiel 1991: 21 (bracketed sections in original). 
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Balaam 
Garsiel isolated alliterative patterns involving the names of both major 
characters in Sefer Bilvam. With regard to the protagonist,52 the sounds of both the 
given name and the patronymic in the phrase Bilvām ben-Bəvôr are echoed at various 
points in the text, and the phrase serves in various ways to amplify the significance of 
these points by way of this connection. The consonantal sounds in the name םָעְלִבּ 
resonate with the following points throughout the pericope: 
ֵ֤תַּו֙ןוֹתָא ָֽה אֶרַ֣אְלַמ־תֶא ָ֔והְי ךְַ֖בְּרִתַּו הַ֣תּ ץָ֑עְלִבּ תַחַ֣א־רַח ִֽיַּו םָ֔עְלִבּ ף ַ֥יַּו ם֖תָאָה־תֶא ךְ ןוֹ
ל ֵֽקַּמַּבּֽ ֵ ַ ַֽ ֵ ַ ַֽ ֵ ַ ַ׃  
And the jenny saw the messenger of Yahweh, and it lay down beneath 
Balaam; and Balaam’s anger flared, and he beat the jenny with the 
cane.  
(Num 22:27) 
ִ֣הְיַוֹ֔בַּב יַ֤קִּיַּו רֶק֙קָלָבּ חָ֔עְלִבּ־תֶא  םֵ֖לֲעַיּ  ַֽו֖ ֵ ֲ ַ ֽ ַ֖ ֵ ֲ ַ ֽ ַ֖ ֵ ֲ ַ ֽ ַ֣מָבּ וּה֣ ָ֣ ָ֣ ָָ֑בּ תוֹ֑ ָ֑ ָ֑ ָלַַַַע  ַ֥יַּו ָ֖שִּׁמ אְרֵ֥צְק ם הם ָֽעָהֽ ָ ָֽ ָ ָֽ ָ ָ׃  
In the morning, Balaq took Balaam and led him up Bamot-Baval, 
whence he saw the periphery of the people.  
(Num 22:41)53 
 ־ןֶה֙םָע֙ ָ֙ ָ֙ ָ ָבְלָ ְָ ְָ ְָ֣דֹ֔כְּשִׁי דן  Behold, a people who dwells alone…  
(Num 23:9c) 
 ־ןֶה֙םָע֙ ָ֙ ָ֙ ְָכּ ִ֣בָל֣ ִ ָ֣ ִ ָ֣ ִ ָ֔קָי איםוּ  Behold, a people who like a lion rises…  
(Num 23:24a) 
The two instances of alliteration occurring in prose highlight important junctures in 
the development of the story. The first involves a group of consonants that, although 
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not identical to those in Balaam’s name, nevertheless parallel it closely, with the velar 
ק substituted here for the pharyngeal ע in the personal name. The correspondence 
between these two consonants lies in their similar origination deep in the throat. The 
verse in which this alliteration appears is the last of the three occasions on which 
Balaam beats his jenny, with this final iteration of the pattern leading to the donkey’s 
speech to Balaam and, ultimately, Balaam’s own encounter with Yahweh’s messenger. 
In the previous two references to Balaam’s assault on his donkey (Num 22:23, 25), the 
object he uses to strike the animal is not specified, and so we encounter in this verse 
the first explicit reference to the implement used. The inclusion here of the alliterative 
term thus highlights not only that this instance marks the end of the repeated sequence 
of beatings, but also that the climax of the entire episode with the jenny is about to 
commence.54 In addition, it is noteworthy that all three consonants in the name קָלָבּ are 
present in the word ֵקַּמַּבּל , here in an episode where Balaam occupies the role of one 
blinded by his self-serving interests, the very role occupied by Balaq throughout the 
rest of the story.55 
In the second alliterative instance in prose, Balaam’s name is echoed in the 
description of his first personal encounter with Israel. Keywords relating to the sense 
of sight are sprinkled liberally throughout the pericope,56 and the connection between 
Balaam’s literal sight and his prophetic activity—his figurative “sight”—is asserted on 
numerous occasions. Balaq himself understands this connection, since his 
dissatisfaction with Balaam’s utterances drives him to lead the prophet to alternative 
                                                 
 
54
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 286 
locations from which Balaam can get a different view of Israel (Num 23:13–14a, 27–
28). Indeed, even Balaam’s brief oracles to other peoples that conclude the pericope 
involve his physically witnessing the peoples about whom he speaks (Num 24:20, 21). 
From this perspective, the potency of the alliteration on Balaam’s name in Num 22:41 
becomes much clearer: this marks the initial contact between the prophet and Israel, 
two forces pitted against each other by Balaq’s design but destined, as the process 
initated here continues through the pericope, to come together in oracular alliance. 
Nowhere, perhaps, is this alignment of prophet with people more evident than 
in the two alliterative instances in Balaam’s poetic oracles. The evident relationship 
between the two lines themselves, and indeed between the first and second oracles in 
their entirety, is a matter of particular interest in itself;57 and indeed, the alliteration 
identified here serves to strengthen that connection. But in addition, the implanting of 
the sounds of Balaam’s name into these two expressions of the character of Israel 
drives home the connection between the speaker and the people of whom he speaks. 
We have had occasion previously to observe Balaam’s alignment with Israel in our 
text, and we note again here the statement to this effect that occupies the concluding 
strophe of the first oracle: 
 ִ֤מ֙הָנָמ יַ֣פֲע ֹ֔קֲעַי רב  Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
 ָ֖פְּסִמוֹּ֣ר־תֶא רֵ֑אָרְשִׂי עַבל  indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel? 
 ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die an upright death, 
 ִ֥הְתוִּ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the  
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel). 
(Num 23:10) 
                                                 
 
57
 This will be discussed below, in the section on structure. 
 287 
In short, the alliteration in the two lines indicated above (Num 23:9c, 24a) expresses 
phonetically a connection between Balaam and Israel that is stated explicitly in the 
strophe just cited, and thus contributes to this relationship’s implicit permeation of the 
pericope generally. 
Moreover, the strophe concluding the first oracle attests alliteration on 
Balaam’s patronymic, which occurs as רוֹעְבּ־ןֶבּ in Num 22:5 and as רֹעְב וֹנְבּ in Num 
24:3 and 15. In Num 23:10, the words רַפֲע and עַֹבר play on the name of Balaam’s 
father, with the unvoiced bilabial פ replacing ב in the first of these two words. This 
name likewise alliterates with the keyword רבע “cross, oppose, transgress, trespass” in 
the following two statements by Balaam that he cannot countermand the will of God:58 
֣ ַיַּוָ֗עְלִבּ ןַעֹ֨ יַּו ם֙רֶמאֵ֣דְבַע־לֶא ָ֔לָב יִ֥ל־ןֶתִּי־םִא קָ֛לָב יֹ֥ לְמ ק֖תיֵב אֶ֣כּ וָֹ֑הָזְו ףֶסֹ֣ ל בַ֗כוּא אל 
ַלֹ֙רבֲע֙ ֹ ֲ֙ ֹ ֲ֙ ֹ ֲ֙יִפּ־תֶא ָ֣והְי ָ֔הלֱֹא ה֥שֲׂעַל יָ֖נַּטְק תוֹ֥א ה׃ה ָֽלוֹדְג וֹ  
And Balaam answered, and he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq were 
to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I would be unable 
to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do (anything,) small or 
great.” 
(Num 22:18) 
ִ֨ל־ןֶתִּי־םִאָ֜לָב יֹ֣ לְמ ק֮וֹתיֵב אֶ֣כּ ֒בָהָזְו ףֶס ֹ֣ לַ֗כוּא אַל לֹ֙רבֲע֙ ֹ ֲ֙ ֹ ֲ֙ ֹ ֲִ֣פּ־תֶא ָ֔והְי י֥שֲׂעַל הָ֛בוֹט תוֹ֥א ה וֹ
ָ֖עָרִ֑בִּלִּמ הֵ֥בַּדְי־רֶשֲׁא יָ֖והְי ר֥תֹא ה׃ר ֵֽבַּדֲא וֹ  
“If Balaq were to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I 
would be unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do 
(anything,) good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh speaks—it shall I 
speak.” 
(Num 24:13) 
Garsiel expressed the view that the alliteration in these two places “creates an equation 
between the father’s name and the act of disobedience that Balaam eventually 
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commits [namely, the Baval-Pevor incident in Numbers 25, for which Balaam is held 
responsible in Num 31:16] despite his declaration of loyalty to the Lord.”59 Such a 
view is undermined by its attribution to Sefer Bilvam of an antipathy toward Balaam 
that is not evident in the pericope itself, although it does arise elsewhere in the Bible.60 
On the other hand, however, the notion of subverting God’s will to one’s own 
does occupy a significant role in this pericope, a role that Balaam himself only comes 
to understand fully as the story progresses. This is a multilayered issue, but for the 
moment we may summarize by noting that despite God’s express prohibition of 
cursing Israel in Num 22:12, Balaam not only seeks shortly thereafter to determine 
whether this instruction will change, but is content later in the story to proceed to 
Moab and attempt the precise act that God has already forbidden. As it turns out, his 
efforts are unsuccessful; but this is another matter. 
The supporting alliterative play persists throughout Sefer Bilvam. First, 
although the opening verse of Numbers 22 is outside the traditional boundaries of the 
pericope, the consonants in the keyword רבע, which are shared precisely by Balaam’s 
father’s name, are introduced there: 
֖עְסִיַּוֵ֣נְבּ וֵּ֑אָרְשִׂי י֙וּנֲחַיּ  ַֽו ל ֣בְר ַֽעְבּ֣ ְ ֽ ַ ְ֣ ְ ֽ ַ ְ֣ ְ ֽ ַ ְתוָֹ֔אוֹמ  בֵ֖עֵמ֖ ֵ ֵ֖ ֵ ֵ֖ ֵ ֵרֶֶֶֶבֵ֥דְּרַיְל ׃וֹֽחֵרְי ן  
And the children of Israel traveled on, and camped in the steppes of 
Moab opposite the Jordan of Jericho.  
(Num 22:1) 
Soon thereafter, when Balaam begins his journey to Moab, we are provided with the 
seemingly inconsequential detail that ְנ יֵנְשָׁרָעָ ָָ ָָ ָמִּע ויוֹ  “two of his lads (were) with him” 
(Num 22:22). The word ויָרָעְנ incorporates two of the three consonants in question, 
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thereby keeping the sounds fresh in the ear and priming the audience for further play 
on this alliterative thread.61 Shortly thereafter, the description of the third and final 
time Yahweh’s messenger blocks Balaam’s progress incorporates our keyword, as 
follows: 
֥יַּוָ֖והְי־ךְַאְלַמ ףֶסוֹ ה֑בֲע֑ ֲ֑ ֲ֑ ֲרוֹ֙דֹמֲעַיּ  ַֽו ֣קָמְבּ ָ֔צ םוֶֹ֛שֲׁא רֶ֥דּ־ןי ֵֽא ר֖טְנִל ךְֶרִ֥מָי תוֹ׃לוא ֹֽ מְשׂוּ ןי  
And Yahweh’s messenger persisted in opposing, and stood in a narrow 
place where there was no way to turn aside to the right or left.  
(Num 22:26) 
We recall that this instance of the messenger’s obstruction ultimately results in 
Balaam’s eyes being opened and his absorption of the lesson imparted by the 
encounter. 
Then later in the pericope, after attempting twice to curse Israel in accordance 
with Balaq’s desire, Balaam recognizes that the impossibility of such action is tied 
explicitly to the fact that it runs counter to the will of the divine: 
 ַ֣יַּוָ֗עְלִבּ אְרִ֣כּ ם֞ט יֵ֤ניֵעְבּ בוֹ֙הָוהְי י ֵ֣רָבְל֣ ֵ ָ ְ֣ ֵ ָ ְ֣ ֵ ָ ְךְֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ַ֥לָה־ֹאלְו לַ֖פְבּ־םַע ַֽפְכּ ךְַ֣רְקִל םַע תא
ִ֑שָׁחְנָ֥יַּו םי־לֶא תֶשָׁ֖בְּדִמַּה֖ ָ ְ ִ ַ֖ ָ ְ ִ ַ֖ ָ ְ ִ ַר׃וי ָֽנָפּ  
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and 
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set 
his face toward the wilderness.  
(Num 24:1) 
Thus, Balaam comes to understand that his previous attempts at cursing Israel were 
futile specifically because God favors blessing the people instead. This connection is 
strengthened further by the recurrence here of part of the alliterative connection to his 
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father’s name, namely, the consonantal combination רב arising in the words ךְֵרָבְל and 
רָבְּדִמַּה. Moreover, as Garsiel pointed out, “the sound br…in Aramaic and later biblical 
Hebrew means ‘son’….”62 According to Garsiel, therefore, we have here an oblique 
reference to the entire phrase *ִבְּלָעְבּ רַבּ םערוֹ  (using ַבּר  rather than ֶבּן  as in Sefer 
Bilvam), which incidentally, he noted, is the precise formulation of Balaam’s name 
plus patronymic in the Deir vAllā inscriptions.63 We may observe additionally that at 
this critical point, where Balaam falls into line with God’s will for Israel, the concept 
of opposition embodied in the keyword רבע is negated here in two words that include 
the combination רב. Indeed, in the following two major oracles, the patterning on this 
combination persists in the opening couplet of the series of Balaam’s self-applied 
epithets, where the word רֶבֶגּ “hero,” in which appear the same two consonants ב and 
ר, occurs in close proximity to Balaam’s patronymic ְבֹּע)ו(ר . The couplet runs thus: 
 ֻ֤אְנ֙םָעְלִבּ ם֣נְבּ ֹ֔עְב וֹר  Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor, 
 ֻ֥אְנוֶּ֖גַּה םֻ֥תְשׁ רֶב׃ןִי ָֽעָה ם  and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye; 
(Num 24:3bc = 24:15bc) 
To go a step further, we note that one of these two words is ךרב “bless,” which 
occurs throughout the pericope in both prose (Num 22:6, 11, 12; 23:11, 25; 24:1, 10) 
and poetry (Num 23:10, 20; 24:9). With the exception of God’s statement in Num 
22:12, in every case Balaam is either the subject of this verb or the speaker of the 
word itself. Thus, the consonantal combination רב is present throughout the pericope; 
but it is Num 24:1 that operates as the pivotal moment for Balaam, where he finally 
achieves full comprehension of God’s will. Indeed, moments later he expresses the 
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true nature of Israel’s status as a blessed people, in accordance with God’s statement 
to this effect in Num 22:12: 
 ֶ֣כֲרָבְמ֔רָב ךָיךְוּ  Those who bless you are blessed, 
 ֶ֖רְרֹאְו׃רוּֽרָא ךָי  and those who curse you are cursed. 
(Num 24:9cd) 
Having begun as one attempting, at Balaq’s request, to curse (ררא/בבק) Israel, here 
Balaam expresses full comprehension of the futility, indeed the danger, of such an act. 
Thus, returning to Num 24:1, we may perceive in the opening verse of the chapter a 
subtle shift in the alliteration on his patronymic, which previously tied him with the 
notion of opposition (רבע), but which now, through the connective alliterating 
combination רב and his subsequent explicit statement in Num 24:9, bears at least the 
suggestion that Balaam is to be associated instead with blessing (ךרב). The 
relationship is indirect, to be sure, and is not presented forcefully; but the hint of it is 
there, and it gains strength when juxtaposed with the alliteration between Balaq’s 
name and the root בבק “curse,” which will occupy our attention below. 
Finally, there exists an additional instance of alliteration on Balaam’s name 
that is explicable on aesthetic grounds. First, we turn to the unusual phrase ַפְכּםַעַפְבּ־םַע  
in Num 24:1. Both words in the expression end, like the name םָעְלִבּ, with the 
consonants  -םע ; and the preposition ְבּ-  attached to the second word further strengthens 
the connection: 
 ַ֣יַּוָ֗עְלִבּ אְרִ֣כּ ם֞ט יֵ֤ניֵעְבּ בוֹ֙הָוהְי י ֵ֣רָבְלךְֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ַ֥לָה־ֹאלְו ל ךְַ֖פְבּ־םַע ַֽפְכּ֖ ַ ְ ַ ֽ ַ ְ֖ ַ ְ ַ ֽ ַ ְ֖ ַ ְ ַ ֽ ַ ְםַַַַעַ֣רְקִל  תא
ִ֑שָׁחְנָ֥יַּו םי־לֶא תֶשָׁ֖בְּדִמַּהר׃וי ָֽנָפּ  
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and 
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set 
his face toward the wilderness.  
(Num 24:1) 
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Based on the rarity of this expression, one may surmise that its selection here is 
predicated on its alliteration with the name of the pericope’s main character. Although 
I can identify no underlying literary motivation for this instance of sound echo, I stress 
that it is important not to underestimate the aesthetic significance of such devices in 
biblical literature. 
Stepping for a moment outside the bounds of this pericope, it is fruitful to 
mention here an instance of alliteration on Balaam’s name plus patronymic, this one 
occurring in Num 31:16. Garsiel discussed the matter as follows: 
The names of father and son, blvm bn bvwr [sic]…, are used for a play 
on words with the place name bvl pvwr…, mentioned immediately after 
the story of Balaam. This is not just an artificial link dependent on 
similarity of sound but an essential connection, since according to Num 
31:16 it was Balaam’s advice that brought about the adultery of the 
Israelites with the Moabite daughters at Baal-peor….64 
He proceeded to cite the latter verse, Num 31:16, occurring only a few lines after the 
record of the killing of Balaam (Num 31:8), in which Moses chastises the Israelites for 
sparing the Moabite women: 
ֵ֣הֵ֜ה ן֨יָה הָנֵּ֤נְבִל וּ֙לֵאָרְשִׂי יַ֣בְדִבּ ָ֔עְלִבּ רַ֥מ־רָסְמִל םָ֖והיַבּ לַע֑עְפּ־רַבְדּ־לַע הִ֥הְתַּו רוֹ י
ָ֖פֵגַּמַּהַ֥דֲעַבּ ה׃ה ָֽוהְי ת  
Behold, they are the ones who, by the word of Balaam, were to the 
children of Israel (in order) to commit trespass against Yahweh 
regarding the matter of Peor; and (so) there was pestilence in the 
congregation of Yahweh. 
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Here, Garsiel pointed out, in addition to the explicit mention of Balaam’s name we 
find that it is linked directly with the phrase “trespass against” (  לעמְבּ- ), which is 
simply Balaam’s name spelled backwards. Furthermore, the name of his father, ְבֹּע)ו(ר , 
although not explicitly mentioned, is “latently present in the name of the place of the 
transgression, Peor (pvwr – רועפ). The similarity in sound and the interchangeability 
of the consonants b and p bring the names very close to each other.”65 By 
“interchangeability,” Garsiel presumably referred to the use of b for p in certain 
circumstances, as in the Arad Letters’ use of שבנ for BH ֶנֶפשׁ  “soul” (for example, 
םכשבנב, Arad 24 rev. 7);66 but in any case his point is pertinent, since the similarity of 
the two bilabials, one voiced and one unvoiced, enhances the alliteration here. 
Finally, between these two links to the names םָעְלִבּ and ְבֹּע)ו(ר  respectively, 
there appears the word רַבְדּ “the matter of,” which Garsiel also incorporated into his 
discussion by calling attention, as noted above, to this word’s inclusion of the 
combination רב, the well-known Northwest Semitic term for “son.”67 Thus, he 
summarized his observations as follows: “The aim of the MNDs [midrashic name 
derivations] in this text is to create a stronger linkage between the person and his 
actions. His name of blvm is correlated with the act of mvl b- (to commit trespass), and 
his father’s name, Beor, indicates his responsibility for what happens at Peor.”68 Here, 
then, we encounter a clear instance of a biblical text outside of Sefer Bilvam in which 
the animus toward Balaam is unmistakably evident in the deployment of a series of 
alliterations on the phrase ִבְּלָעַבּ םןְבּ ערוֹ .69 
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Balaq 
Our first encounter with alliteration on the name of the Moabite king occurs in 
Num 22:40, where the emphasis on the consonant ב in the opening clause  קָלָבּ חַבְּזִיַּו
ןֹאצָו רָקָבּ is increased by means of its inversion of the usual word pair ֹ צוּ ןאָבָקר , thereby 
placing in immediate proximity three words exhibiting a hard בּ sound. One notes that 
this precise inversion likewise appears to serve an alliterative purpose twice in 
Deuteronomy, where the phrases ךֶָנֹאצְו ךְָרָקְבּ ֹתֹרכְבוּ (Deut 14:23) and ֶשֲׁא רוֹכְבַּה־ל ָֽכּ ר
ֹ צְבוּ ךְָרָקְבִבּ דֵלָוִּיךְָנא  (Deut 15:19) evince sound echo between the words רוֹכְבּ and רָקָבּ. 
This is not to say that the unusual order ןֹאצָו רָקָבּ only occurs in the Bible in the service 
of alliteration; and in fact, it is this order that become standard in the later strata of 
Biblical Hebrew, as in Qoh 2:7 and 1 Chr 12:40.70 Nevertheless, in Num 22:40 the 
phonetic pattern is noteworthy, especially since it highlights Balaq’s engagement in 
ritual activity that is criticized implicitly elsewhere in this pericope.71 
Moreover, whereas the alliteration in Sefer Bilvam hints at a connection 
between Balaam son of Bevor and the concept of blessing (ךרב), as discussed above,72 
Garsiel called attention to the extensive alliteration on the name קָלָבּ in the pericope, 
by way of the verb בבק “curse.”73 The repeated selection of this particular verb for 
cursing, over against more common roots such as ררא, which is used extremely 
sparingly in this pericope, speaks to the intentionality of this ongoing play on Balaq’s 
name. Moreover, its alliterative force is accentuated still further by the fact that in 
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every attestation of the root בקב  in the pericope, it occurs in close combination with 
the letter ל. This is visible in the table below, which details all occurrences of the root: 
Table 4: Occurrences of the Root בבק in Sefer Bilvam 
Num 22:11 יִלּ־הָבָק 
Num 22:17 יִלּ־הָבָק 
Num 23:8 ֹבקֶּא הָמ 
לֵא ֹהבַּק ֹאל 
Num 23:11 ֹבקָל 
Num 23:13 יִל־וֹנְבָקְו 
Num 23:25 ֹבק־םַגּ 
וּנֶּבֳקִּת ֹאל 
Num 23:27 יִל וֹֹתבַּקְו 
Num 24:10 ֹבקָל 
 
Moreover, according to Garsiel, the pattern does not stop here, for in the 
chapter following Sefer Bilvam we find resonances of this same consonantal 
combination in Phineas’s effort to stop the pestilence that has stricken the people of 
Israel.74 After a man brings one of the Midianite women within sight of the Tent of 
Meeting, where the people are weeping because of the pestilence, Phineas’s actions 
are recorded in Num 25:7–8, as follows: 
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ַ֗יַּו֙סָחְני ִֽפּ אְרָ֔זָעְלֶא־ןֶבּ ֹ֖רֲהַא־ן ֶֽבּ רֵֹ֑הכַּה ןָ֨יַּו ןָָָָק֙ם֣תִּמ ָ֔דֵע ָֽה ךְוִֹיַּו הַַַַ֥֥֥֥קֹּ֖ר ח׃וֹֽדָיְבּ חַמ ַ֠ו ֹאבָיּ
ַ֨חַאֵ֜אָרְשִׂי־שׁי ִֽא רֶא ללַה־ָ֗בֻּקָּ֗ ֻ֗ ָ ֻ֗ ָ ֻה ְדִיַּוקֹ֙רֶ֔היֵנְשׁ־תֶא ֵ֚א םִ֣א תֵ֔אָרְשִׂי שׁיל ָ֖שִּׁאָה־תֶאְו ה
ֶאל־ָבֳקָ ֳָ ֳָ ֳָ֑ת הּ֙רַצָע ֵֽתַּוָ֔פֵגַּמַּה ה ַ֖עֵמֵ֥נְבּ ל׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי י  
And Phineas son of Elvazar son of Aaron, the priest, saw, and rose from 
the midst of the congregation, and took a spear in his hand. And he 
followed the Israelite into the chamber, and stabbed both of them, the 
Israelite and the woman in her stomach; and the pestilence ceased from 
upon the children of Israel. 
The words הָבֻּקַּה “the chamber” and ָ֑תָבֳקהּ  “her stomach” continue the pattern of 
alliteration on Balaq’s name and the verb בבק “curse” that began in Sefer Bilvam, and 
this pattern is strengthened further here by the profusion of the letter ק in these two 
verses. Garsiel astutely recognized that immediately following Sefer Bilvam, which he 
described as a “narrative of the transmutation of curses into blessings,”75 comes the 
account of the incident at Baval-Pevor, the resulting pestilence, and Phineas’s response, 
in which the alliterative significance connected with Balaq’s name is transformed from 
an association with curses, in the former pericope, into “the idea of an acceptable 
offering.”76 Thus, an important overarching characteristic of the narrative in which 
Balaq is involved is mirrored in the alliterative schema with which his name is 
associated. This mirrors, after a fashion, the transformation of the alliteration on 
Balaam’s father’s name, ְבּערוֹ , from one associating the name with רבע “oppose” to 
one connecting it with ךרב “bless.” 
Keywords 
I will undertake a thorough investigation of keywords as a literary 
phenomenon in the next section. Meanwhile, however, we may highlight a number of 
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phonetic aspects that tie certain keywords in Sefer Bilvam more closely into the fabric 
of the pericope. Already, I have had occasion to point out alliterative schemata 
involving the keywords רבע, ךרב, and בבק. The first two, we recall, bear auditory 
associations with the phrase ִבְּלָעַבּ םןְבּ ערוֹ , although the connection involving the 
second word is considerably more indirect. The third of these words is linked tightly 
with the name Balaq, particularly because of its invariable occurrence in close 
conjunction with the consonant ל. 
To these we may add the root ארק, which occurs in Sefer Bilvam with the 
meaning “call, summon, consult,” and whose presence is amplified by occurrences in 
the Niphval of the homophonous root הרק, with the sense “meet, encounter, appear.” 
The term highlights the various steps in the process by which Balaam’s flawed 
understanding of his own role as a transmitter of divine will, whether as seer or as 
prophet, is developed and corrected over the course of the text. This matter will 
occupy significant attention below, when we address the term in the context of our 
examination of keywords in the pericope. For the present, I simply point out the 
word’s alliterative significance in the context of the donkey episode, a vignette that 
describes Balaam’s inability to perceive either the messenger or the import of his 
donkey’s actions, and his resulting headstrong response by way of physical 
punishment. The episode commences as a result of Balaam’s literal 
(mis)understanding of God’s evidently rhetorical statement in Num 22:20: ִל־םִאֹארְקֹ ְֹ ְֹ ְ ךְָל 
םָתִּא ךְֵל םוּק םיִשָׁנֲאָה וּאָבּ “If it is to summon you that the men have come, then rise, go 
with them….” Balaam’s actions indicate his tacit affirmative response, as he proceeds 
to leave for Moab with the emissaries. As the story progresses and we reach the 
donkey’s second encounter with the messenger, the event is described thus: 
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ֵ֨תַּו֜תָאָה אֶרַ֣אְלַמ־תֶא ןוָֹ֗והְי ךְ֙ץֵחָלִּתַּו ה ־לֶאַהִִִִ֔֔֔֔קּריַ֛חְלִתַּו ֶ֥ר־תֶא ץָ֖עְלִבּ לֶגם ַה־לֶאִִִִ֑֑֑֑קּרי 
ֹ֖יַּו׃הּ ָֹֽתכַּהְל ףֶס  
And the jenny saw Yahweh’s messenger and crushed against the wall, 
and crushed Balaam’s foot against the wall; and he continued to beat 
her.  
(Num 22:25) 
The word ִקרי  echoes our keyword ארק, reminding us that Balaam’s misguided 
motives for setting out on the journey have precipitated the repeated obstructions of 
Yahweh’s messenger. 
Balaam himself affirms this perspective at the climax of the episode, after the 
messenger has spoken to him, by stating his recognition that he should have perceived 
in his jenny’s actions a message directed not at the jenny, but at him. Note the 
occurrence of our root ארק: 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜עְלִבּ רֶמאַ֤אְלַמ־לֶא ם֙הָוהְי ךְָ֔טָח יִתא ִ֚כֹּ֣ ל יַ֔דָי אִ֥כּ יִתְּעָ֛תַּא יָ֥צִּנ הִל באָרְקָ ְָ ְָ ְִ֖תי ָ֑דַּבּ ךְֶר
ָ֛תַּעְוַ֥ר־םִא הֶ֖ניֵעְבּ ע֥שָׁא ךָי׃י ִֽלּ הָבוּ  
And Balaam said to Yahweh’s messenger, “I have sinned, for I did not 
know that you were stationed to greet me on the road. And now, if (it 
is) evil in your eyes, let me return.”  
(Num 22:34) 
Thus, the root ארק and its alliterative counterpart ִקרי  are arranged across this episode 
in the following pattern: 
Num 22:18 Rhetorical impetus for jenny episode ארק 
Num 22:23 Jenny’s first sighting of messenger — 
Num 22:25 Jenny’s second sighting of messenger ִקרי  (2x) 
Num 22:27 Jenny’s third sighting of messenger — 
Num 22:34 Balaam’s admission of shortsightedness ארק 
Finally, as a transition from this pattern into the usages of the keyword ארק that occur 
in the remainder of the pericope, Num 22:36 indicates that Balaq comes out to greet 
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Balaam (וֹתאָרְקִל); and Num 22:39 describes Balaam’s arrival, together with Balaq, at 
ְרִקְ ְִ ְִ ִתוֹצֻח תַי . 
The Refrain in the Second and Third Oracles 
Balaam’s second and third oracles share a refrain, occurring midway through 
each poem, that in both cases is integrated into the surrounding poetic material by 
means of alliteration and assonance. In the second poem, the refrain occurs as the final 
line of the strophe Num 23:21–22. The final phonetic component of the refrain, the 
third-person masculine singular pronominal suffix -וֹ , links it to the preceding bicolon, 
both of whose members end in the identical pronominal suffix. The creates a pattern of 
assonance, all the stronger due to its appearance at the ends of the cola in question, 
that ties the refrain into the strophe and unifies the entire four-colon sequence. This 
connection is reinforced further by the initial words in the respective B-cola (Num 
23:21d, 22b) of the strophe’s two couplets. Both of these words begin and end with ת, 
and also contain the letter ע: 
 ָ֤והְיֱא ה֙ויָהלֹ֔מִּע וֹ  Yahweh his god is with him, 
 וְְְְּתוּרַַַַ֥֥֥֥עתֶ֖מ ֽבּ ךְֶלוֹ׃  and a king’s acclaim is in him. 
 ֵ֖אָ֣איִצוֹמ לָ֑רְצִמִּמ םםִי  El, their liberator from Egypt, 
 ְכּתוֲֲֲֲֹעֹ֥פתֵ֖אְר ֽל םוֹ׃  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
(Num 23:21cd–22) 
Additionally, in the refrain appearing in Num 23:22, we find an alliterative pattern on 
the consonants מ and צ in the first colon: 
 ֵ֖א למוִִִִֹצָ֣אים ְצִמִּמְ ִ ְִ ִ ְִ ִ ִָ֑רִים  El, their liberator from Egypt, 
 ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת׃וֹֽל ם  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
 300 
In the the third oracle, where a nearly identical version of this refrain appears (Num 
24:8ab), two of these patterns are preserved. First, the unifying assonance produced by 
the repeated occurrence of the pronominal suffix -וֹ  is strengthened still further by the 
shift in the third colon (Num 24:8a) from plural םָאיִצוֹמ to singular איִצוֹמוֹ , which 
introduces the same suffix -וֹ  into the only line in which it was absent in the prior 
oracle: 
 ֹ֤רָיְו֙גַגֲא ֵֽמ ם֔כְּלַמ וֹ  And his king shall be exalted above Agag, 
 ִתְוֵ֖שַּׂנּֽתֻכְלַמ אוֹ׃  and his kingdom shall be lifted up. 
 ֵ֚א֣איִצוֹמ לוַֹ֔רְצִמִּמ םִי  El, his liberator from Egypt, 
 ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת֑ל םוֹ  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
(Num 24:7cd–8ab) 
This increased emphasis on the assonating suffix -וֹ  compensates somewhat for the loss 
here of the ת and ע connections that were present in the earlier poem. 
Second, this compensation is achieved still more forcefully by this oracle’s 
expansion of the alliterative pattern involving מ and צ, which extends here into the 
tricolon that follows the refrain, here also prominently featuring the letters ר and, in 
the final colon of the sequence, ח. The result is a compact cluster of alliterating 
sounds: 
 ֵ֚א למוִִִִֹצ֣אי וְֹצִמִּמְ ִ ְִ ִ ְִ ִ ִַ֔רִים  El, his liberator from Egypt, 
 ֲעוֹתְכֹּ֥פ תְְְְרֵ֖אם֑ל וֹ  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
 ַ֞כֹאיִ֣יוֹגּ לָ֗רָצ ם֗ ָ ָ֗ ָ ָ֗ ָ ָוי  He consumes nations, his oppressors, 
 ַעְוֹמְצֹ ְֹ ְֹ ְֶ֛היֵתםָגְי ֵֵֵֵ֖֖֖֖רם  and their bones he devours, 
 ְוָ֥צִּח֥ ָ ִ֥ ָ ִ֥ ָ ִִי ויץ ָֽחְמֽ ָ ְֽ ָ ְֽ ָ ְ׃  and (with) his arrows smites. 
(Num 24:8) 
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Other Instances of Sound Echo 
In addition to these instances of alliteration, another crops up in Num 22:32 
and the following verses. Particularly puzzling here is the use of the unusual word ָיַרט , 
apparently a masculine singular Qal verb in suffix conjugation, whose meaning has 
never been determined satisfactorily.77 4QNumb replaces this word with הער “evil,”78 
but it appears likely that this rendering, together with similar glosses in other ancient 
versions, represents an attempt to grapple with this obscure lexeme by establishing its 
meaning from context. Although this discussion offers no clarifying information with 
regard to the specific sense of this unusual word, we at least can posit a reason for its 
selection. As we have noted already,79 the authors of the biblical texts frequently 
appear to have selected rare lexical items for the purpose of creating or enhancing 
some kind of alliterative or other auditory schema. An examination of the surrounding 
context of our word ָיַרט  reveals such a pattern at work here. This cluster of verses runs 
as follows: 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙ויָלֵא רֶמאַ֣אְלַמ ָ֔והְי ךְָ֗מ־לַע הִ֨כִּה הָ֙תי ֹ֣תֲא־תֶא֔ךְָנֶ֖ז ֣לָשׁ הִ֑לָגְר שׁוֵֹ֤נִּה םי֙יִכֹנָא ה ָ֣צָי יִתא
ָשְׂלָָָָ֔֔֔֔טַ֥רָי־י ִֽכּ ןטֶ֖דַּה ַו ׃י ִֽדְּגֶנְל ךְֶרַ֨אְרִתּ֙יִנ֔תָא ָֽה ֵ֣תַּו ןוֹטַ֔נָפְל ֶ֖ז י֣לָֹשׁ הִ֑לָגְר שׁ֙יַלוּא םיָנ ְְְְטָ֣ת ה
ַ֔נָפִּמִ֥כּ יָ֛תַּע יָ֥כְתֹא־םַגּ הַ֖רָה הָ֥תוֹאְו יִתְּגֹ֨ יַּו ׃יִתיֵֽיֱחֶה הָּ֜עְלִבּ רֶמאַ֤אְלַמ־לֶא ם֙הָוהְי ךְ 
ָחָָָָ֔֔֔֔טִ֚כּ יִתאֹ֣ ל יַ֔דָי אִ֥כּ יִתְּעָ֛תַּא יָ֥צִּנ הִל בִ֖תאָרְקָ֑דַּבּ יָ֛תַּעְו ךְֶרַ֥ר־םִא הֶ֖ניֵעְבּ ע֥שָׁא ךָי׃י ִֽלּ הָבוּ  
And Yahweh’s messenger said to him, “Why did you beat your jenny 
these three times? Behold, I set out as an obstacle, for the way is yārat [ 
in front of me. And your jenny saw me, and turned aside before me 
these three times. Perhaps since she turned aside from before me, now I 
should kill you and let her live.” And Balaam said to Yahweh’s 
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messenger, “I have sinned, for I did not know that you were stationed 
to greet me on the road. And now, if (it is) evil in your eyes, let me 
return.” 
(Num 22:32–34) 
A statistical analysis reveals that of the 304,848 letters in the Torah, the letter ט is the 
least common, occurring only 1,805 times.80 This works out roughly to one ט every 
169 letters. Here, however, we encounter three verses containing 211 letters, in which 
ט occurs five times; and, in fact, the five instances of this consonant occur within a 
span of only 104 letters—a ratio that is more than eight times the average for the 
Torah as a whole. It is reasonable to conclude, therefore, that the word ָיַרט  was 
selected at least in part for its contribution to this accumulation of the letter ט in this 
group of verses. The effect is that the messenger’s chastisement of Balaam, which 
stands at the climax of the episode, attains heightened significance, which is bolstered 
further by the appearance of the same letter in the very first word of Balaam’s 
response: ָחָטיִתא  “I have sinned” (Num 22:34). 
Moreover, if we extend our perspective to the jenny episode as a whole, we 
observe that the word ָשָׂטן  “obstacle” occurs not only in Num 22:32, just cited, but also 
at the outset of the section, in Num 22:22. Also, the root טנה  “turn aside” plays a 
significant role in the episode, being used to describe the jenny’s behavior three times, 
in Num 22:23 (2x), 26. Interestingly, the same verb is used in association with Israel 
in Balaam’s third oracle, where the following sequence of similes describes the “tents 
of Jacob // dwellings of Israel” (Num 24:5): 
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 ִ֣לָחְנִכּ םיָ֔טִּנָ֔ ִָ֔ ִָ֔ ִוּי  Like palm trees they are stretched out, 
 ֹ֖נַּגְכֵּ֣לֲע תָ֑הָנ יר  like gardens along a river; 
 ֙םיִלָהֲאַכַּ֣טָנ ָ֔והְי עה  like aloes Yahweh has planted, 
 ִ֖זָרֲאַכּ׃םִי ָֽמ־יֵלֲע םי  like cedars along water. 
Not only does this create a positive link between Israel and the jenny, whose repeated 
acts of “turning aside” ( טנה ) are lauded explicitly by Yahweh’s messenger in Num 
22:33 as the appropriate response under the circumstances; but here in the oracle as 
well, the alliteration on the letter ט is extended, with reinforcement in the form of its 
collocation with the letter נ, in the word עטנ “planted” in the next bicolon. 
There remains one more significant reverberation of this alliteration on the 
letter ט in the pericope. It is evident in the relationship between the speech of 
Yahweh’s messenger in Num 22:32–33 and the following two statements by Balaam 
appearing elsewhere in the pericope, which were cited already above: 
֣ ַיַּוָ֗עְלִבּ ןַעֹ֨ יַּו ם֙רֶמאֵ֣דְבַע־לֶא ָ֔לָב יִ֥ל־ןֶתִּי־םִא קָ֛לָב יֹ֥ לְמ ק֖תיֵב אֶ֣כּ וָֹ֑הָזְו ףֶסֹ֣ ל בַ֗כוּא א ל
ֹ֙רבֲעַל֙יִפּ־תֶא ָ֣והְי ָ֔הלֱֹא ה֥שֲׂעַל יָ֖נַּטְק תוֹ֥א ה׃ה ָֽלוֹדְג וֹ  
And Balaam answered, and he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq were 
to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I would be unable 
to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do (anything,) small or 
great.” 
(Num 22:18) 
ִ֨ל־ןֶתִּי־םִאָ֜לָב יֹ֣ לְמ ק֮וֹתיֵב אֶ֣כּ ֒בָהָזְו ףֶס ֹ֣ לאַ֗כוּא  לֹ֙רבֲעַלִ֣פּ־תֶא ָ֔והְי י֥שֲׂעַל הָ֛בוֹט תוֹ֥א ה וֹ
ָ֖עָרִ֑בִּלִּמ הֵ֥בַּדְי־רֶשֲׁא יָ֖והְי ר֥תֹא ה׃ר ֵֽבַּדֲא וֹ  
“If Balaq were to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I 
would be unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do 
(anything,) good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh speaks—it shall I 
speak.” 
(Num 24:13) 
All three statements, that of Yahweh’s messenger and these two by Balaam, constitute 
those places in the pericope where we encounter explicitly articulated details about the 
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relationship between divine will and earthly transmitter. Balaam’s two statements 
articulate his inability to countermand God’s express instructions; and the messenger’s 
speech explains that the jenny, in its encounter with an emissary of God, was similarly 
unable to proceed when obstructed by this emissary. I already have presented at length 
the recurrence of the letter ט in the latter statement, so I call attention here to the 
additional attestations of this letter in Balaam’s statements: the words ְקַַַַטָנּה  in Num 
22:18 and טוֹהָב  in Num 24:13, ordinary though both terms are generally speaking, 
serve here to link these two verses together with that of Yahweh’s messenger, 
amplifying the force of all three expressions of the common idea identified here. 
Sefer Bilvam manifests a few other clear instances of sound echo. For instance, 
in the tightly structured introductory section that begins the pericope, the chiasm that 
constitutes Num 22:3 is reinforced by the assonance of the hollow verbs wayyāg4or and 
wayyāqos 9:81 
 ָ֨יַּוָ֨ ַָ֨ ַָ֨ ַרָָָָגָ֜אוֹמ ֵ֥נְפִּמ בָ֛עָה יֹ֖אְמ םד  And Moab feared the people much, 
 ִ֣כּ֑ה־בַר יאוּ  for it was great; 
  ָ֣יַּו֣ ָ ַ֣ ָ ַ֣ ָ ַץָָָָקָ֔אוֹמ ֵ֖נְפִּמ בֵ֥נְבּ י׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי י  and Moab dreaded the children of Israel. 
Likewise, a few instances of end-rhyme serve to contribute to the heightened poetic 
effect of Balaams oracles. The first oracle attests the following couplet, in which the 
final word of each colon ends in -ennû, and also prominently features the consonant ר: 
 ֹ֤ רֵמ־י ִֽכּ֙םיִרֻצ שׁא ֶ֔אְרֶאֶ֔ ְ ֶֶ֔ ְ ֶֶ֔ ְ ֶוּנּ  For from the top of peaks I see him, 
 ֖עָבְגִּמוּ תוֶֹ֑רוּשֲׁא֑ ֶ ֲ֑ ֶ ֲ֑ ֶ ֲוּנּ  and from hills I apprehend him. 
(Num 23:9ab) 
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Precisely the same words are used in the fourth oracle as well, although here they 
begin the two cola in question, rather than ending them: 
 ֶ֨אְרֶאֶ֨ ְ ֶֶ֨ ְ ֶֶ֨ ְ ֶ֙וּנּ֙ ֹ֣֙֙ לְו ָ֔תַּע אה  I see it, but not now; 
 ֶ֖רוּשֲׁא֖ ֶ ֲ֖ ֶ ֲ֖ ֶ ֲוּנֹּ֣ לְו ֑רָק אבוֹ  I apprehend it, but not soon. 
(Num 24:17ab) 
Another instance of sound echo is evident in the second oracle, this time involving a 
combination of assonance and end-rhyme in the words yəqîmennāh and 'ăšîb;ennāh: 
 ֤הַה֙רַמָא אוֹּ֣ לְו ֶ֔שֲׂעַי אה  Does he say but not do, 
 ֶ֖בִּדְוֹ֥ לְו ר אהָנּ ֶֽמיִקְיָ ֽ ֶ ִ ְָ ֽ ֶ ִ ְָ ֽ ֶ ִ ְ׃  or speak but not establish it? 
 ֵ֥נִּהֵ֖רָב הָ֑ק ָל ךְיִתְּח  Behold, I have received (instruction to) bless; 
 ֵ֖רֵבוֹּ֥ לְו ךְ אהָנּ ֶֽביִשֲׁאָ ֽ ֶ ִ ֲָ ֽ ֶ ִ ֲָ ֽ ֶ ִ ֲ׃  and (when) he has blessed, I cannot revoke it. 
(Num 23:19cd–20) 
The correspondence between these two verbs is particularly close due to their identical 
grammatical and morphological structure: both are II-weak Hiphvil prefix-conjugation 
forms, with attached third-person feminine singular objective pronominal suffixes. 
Finally, although punning is to be distinguished technically from sound echo, 
the superficial similarity between the two phenomena renders it worthwhile here to 
call attention to two instances of this phenomenon. The first is in the third oracle, in 
Num 24:5–6, where םיִלָהֲא “aloes” in the latter verse plays on ךָיֶלָהֹא “your tents” in the 
former. The second is in one of the three short codas at the end of the pericope, in 
which the word ֶנִּקךָ  “your nests” (Num 24:21) plays on ןִיָק (Num 24:22), the name of 
the people with whom this oracular coda’s content is concerned.82 
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Keywords 
The presence and operation of keywords or Leitwörter in the Bible is a topic 
that scarcely needs introduction, having been well established as a fundamental 
component of biblical literature. Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig are credited 
with the first explicit, sustained articulations of this device.83 Buber offered a 
description of the keyword phenomenon that effectively captures its potential for 
creating nexuses of meaning above and beyond the surface level of the text’s content: 
A Leitwort is a word or a word-root that recurs significantly in a text, in 
a continuum of texts, or in a configuration of texts: by following these 
repetitions, one is able to decipher or grasp a meaning of the text, or at 
any rate, the meaning will be revealed more strikingly. The repetition, 
as we have said, need not be merely of the word itself but also of the 
word-root…. The measured repetition that matches the inner rhythm of 
the text, or rather, that wells up from it, is one of the most powerful 
means for conveying meaning without expressing it.84 
Shimon Bar-Efrat explained the point further, stating that the threads of relationship 
drawn between the various repetitions of a given keyword provide a means of 
“conveying the essential point directly,” and that such a keyword “reveals the meaning 
and the implicit message of the narrative, without adversely affecting its pure artistic 
form in any way. In other words, the meaning is not expressed by any supplement to 
the actual story, through exposition of the ideas of views, but becomes apparent from 
the story itself….”85 Thus, although not to be viewed precisely as a mimetic trait, the 
operative principle underlying this device is similar, in that it conveys meaning 
without recourse to direct declaration of that meaning in the surface content of a text. 
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Keywords can be employed to great effect in both prose and poetry. Watson’s 
review of the phenomenon focused on two primary ways in which it manifests: the 
simple repetition of an individual word or root, and the incorporation of a range of 
synonyms describing the same concept.86 In addition, although the device need not 
always operate as a structural marker, Watson pointed out that in poetic contexts—
and, we might add, in prose as well—it frequently does serve such a function.87  
It is striking, however, that despite widespread recognition of keywords as an 
important tool in the repertoire of the biblical authors, it frequently garners only 
minimal attention in scholarly and interpretive contexts. The reasons for this may 
relate to the conceptual simplicity of the device’s mechanics, which can render the 
significance of a given text’s keywords more or less transparent. But the depth of this 
significance often warrants a more focused analysis, as is evident particularly in Sefer 
Bilvam, a pericope whose keywords have gone largely unmentioned in prior 
scholarship. 
Verbs and Other Expressions Involving Sight: האר, רושׁ, טיבה, and Related Phrases 
Only one complex of synonyms in this text has been identified consistently in 
scholarship as an instance of the keyword phenomenon, namely, verbs relating to the 
sense of sight. To be more specific, Robert Alter referred to the verb ארה  as “[t]he 
thematic keyword of this entire episode…(and in the poems to follow, its poetic 
synonym…shur).”88 In addition, we must include in this group the verb בהטי , 
notwithstanding the fact that its occurrence in Num 23:21 is its lone attestation in the 
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pericope. Also, although not all of them constitute “keywords” in the strictest sense, 
we must reckon here with various expressions from the titulary sequence opening the 
third and fourth oracles, namely, )רֶשֲׁא (ֶי יַדַּשׁ הֵזֲחַמהֶזֱח  “he (who) sees the vision of 
Shadday,” ְגםִי  ָֽניֵע יוּל  “uncovered of eyes,” and even ןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ “pierced-open of eye,” 
the translation of which occupied our attention in Chapter 3.89 Similarly, another more 
extensive expression that likewise factors into this discussion is that occurring in Num 
22:31, םָעְלִב יֵניֵע־תֶא הָוהְי לַגְיַו “And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes,” which, one 
notes, is followed immediately by the root ארה . 
The concept of sight is particularly versatile in Sefer Bilvam, because it can be 
presented with equal efficacy either in a literal, mundane sense or in a figurative, 
prophetic one. Already at the outset of the pericope, sight is raised as an important 
element: 
  ַ֥יַּו֥ ַ ַ֥ ַ ַ֥ ַ ַאְְְְרָ֖לָבּ ֑פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֵ֛א רוָֹ֥שָׂע־רֶשֲׁא־לָכּ תֵ֖אָרְשִׂי ה׃י ִֽרֹמֱא ָֽל ל  
And Balaq son of S 9ippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorite(s).  
(Num 22:2) 
Elsewhere in the pericope, it is clear that Balaq recognizes the importance of sight for 
what he is trying to achieve: on three separate occasions, he leads Balaam to a vantage 
point whence the prophet has direct visual access to the people of Israel. That this is a 
conscious move on the part of the king is stated explicitly in the following verse: 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜לֵא רֶמאָ֗לָבּ ויךל ק*ִ֜תִּא א ָ֨נ־֤קָמ־לֶא י֙רֵחַא םוֶֹ֣שֲׁא  רֶ֣אְרִתּ֣ ֶ ְ ִ֣ ֶ ְ ִ֣ ֶ ְ ִוּנָּ֔שִּׁמ ֶ֚א םֵ֣צָק סֶפ וּהֶ֔אְרִתֶ֔ ְ ִֶ֔ ְ ִֶ֔ ְ ִה 
֖לֻּכְוֹ֣ ל וֹ אֶ֑אְרִת֑ ֶ ְ ִ֑ ֶ ְ ִ֑ ֶ ְ ִהִ֖ל־וֹנְבָקְו ׃ם ָֽשִּׁמ י  
And Balaq said to him, “Please come with me to another place from 
which you can see it—only the periphery of the people will you see, 
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and the whole of it you will not see—and curse it for me from there.”  
(Num 23:13) 
Yet, as far as Balaq himself is concerned, outside of the aforementioned verse at the 
opening of the story, this character’s peception is limited to a single verb that 
describes not sight, but hearing: 
ַ֥מְשִׁיַּו֥ ַ ְ ִ ַ֥ ַ ְ ִ ַ֥ ַ ְ ִ ַעָ֖לָבּ ִ֣כּ קָ֣ב יָ֑עְלִב אֵ֨צֵיַּו ם֜תאָרְקִל אִ֣ע־לֶא וָֹ֗אוֹמ רי֙רֶשֲׁא ב֣בְגּ־לַע ֹ֔נְרַא לוֶּ֖שֲׁא ן ר
ֵ֥צְקִבּ׃לוּֽבְגַּה ה  
And Balaq heard that Balaam had come, and he went out to greet him 
at Ir-Moab, which is in the region of Arnon, which is at the edge of the 
region.  
(Num 22:36) 
Indeed, Balaam’s own words pointedly emphasize the connection between Balaq and 
the sense of hearing in particular, as he opens his second oracle with the following 
bicolon: 
 ֤ק֙קָלָבּ םוּ ָ֔מֲשֽׁוָּ֔ ֲ ָֽ֔ ֲ ָֽ֔ ֲ ֽע  Rise, Balaq, and hear; 
 ִ֥זֲאַה֥ ִ ֲ ַ֥ ִ ֲ ַ֥ ִ ֲ ַהָניָ ַָָ֖דָע ֥נְבּ י׃ר ֹֽפִּצ וֹ  attend my testimony, son of S 9ippor. 
(Num 23:18bc) 
Verbs of sight also play a prominent role in the episode with the jenny, who is 
able to see ( ארה ) Yahweh’s messenger standing in the way when Balaam cannot. The 
potency of this episode’s emphasis on the concept of sight can be grasped only in the 
recognition that it plays on the matter of Balaam’s sight, both literal and prophetic, 
elsewhere in the pericope. Indeed, in this episode, Balaam is placed in the role held 
elsewhere by Balaq: “Just as the she-ass three times sees what the ‘seer’ 
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cannot…Balaam will three times be given a divine oracle that Balak will not 
accept.”90 One observes, moreover, that the jenny’s sense of sight drives its actions in 
each instance, a fact for which the animal is commended by the messenger (Num 
22:33). Similarly with regard to Balaam, his ultimate recognition of the import of what 
he sees (in the ordinary sense), as expressed in Num 24:1, enables him to harness his 
full range of vision (in the prophetic sense), uttering oracular poetry without the need 
for divination. 
Also significant are the more elaborate expressions Balaam uses to describe 
himself in the opening strophe of the third and fourth oracles. This sequence includes 
three phrases that make direct reference to sight: 
 ֻתְשָֽׁעָה םןִי  “pierced-open of eye” (Num 24:3, 15)91 
 יַדַּשׁ הֵזֲחַמֶי הֶזֱח  “seer of the vision of Shadday” (Num 24:4, 16) 
 םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְג “uncovered of eyes” (Num 24:4, 16) 
Although the terminology Balaam uses to refer to himself in this strophe is not limited 
to verbs of sight (see, for instance, the verbs שׁעמ  “hear” in Num 24:4, 16, and עדי 
“know” also in Num 24:16), the fact remains that fully half of this strophe, in both of 
its attestations, is concerned with sight. As such, these expressions further emphasize 
the link between Balaam and the visual mode of perception, a connection borne out in 
the full range of synonymous vocabulary that occurs across the pericope as a whole. 
As noted above, the pericope details three separate instances (Num 22:41; 
23:13–14; 23:28–24:2) in which Balaq leads him to a new location whence he can 
obtain a new view of the people, in the hope of causing his prophetic activity to 
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produce the desired negative result. Baruch A. Levine noted that this indicates the 
centrality of sight in the magical practice of cursing: “It is implicit that having the 
target of the curse in sight is requisite to the efficacy of the pronouncement.”92 But 
Balaam himself goes further, and incorporates sight-related vocabulary into his poetic 
utterances. The first and fourth oracles both exhibit the word pair ארה  // רושׁ: 
 ֹ֤ רֵמ־י ִֽכּ֙םיִרֻצ שׁא ֶ֔אְרֶאֶ֔ ְ ֶֶ֔ ְ ֶֶ֔ ְ ֶוּנּ  For from the top of peaks I see him, 
 ֖עָבְגִּמוּ תוֶֹ֑רוּשֲׁא֑ ֶ ֲ֑ ֶ ֲ֑ ֶ ֲוּנּ  and from hills I apprehend him. 
(Num 23:9ab) 
 ֶ֨אְרֶאֶ֨ ְ ֶֶ֨ ְ ֶֶ֨ ְ ֶ֙וּנּ֙ ֹ֣֙֙ לְו ָ֔תַּע אה  I see it, but not now, 
 ֶ֖רוּשֲׁא֖ ֶ ֲ֖ ֶ ֲ֖ ֶ ֲוּנֹּ֣ לְו ֑רָק אבוֹ  I apprehend it, but not soon. 
(Num 24:17ab) 
As Levine observed, the couplet in the first oracle describe Balaam’s literal, physical 
sighting of the people of Israel, while that in the fourth oracle uses the same terms to 
indicate prophetic sight about Israel’s future successes: “The result is an inclusio, 
progressing from the present to the future, from space to time.”93 In addition, if we 
take a moment to look ahead to a subject that will occupy our attenion in the following 
chapter, we see that this adjustment of the word pair’s significance from the first 
oracle to the fourth also neatly encapsulates Balaam’s transformation from diviner to 
prophet, as his sight transforms from mere human vision, the stuff of impotent curses, 
into a direct and specific link with the divinely ordained destiny of his subject. 
Between the two poles of the inclusio, Balaam’s second oracle presents 
another pair of verbs relating to sight: 
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 ־א ֹֽ לִ֥בִּה֥ ִ ִ֥ ִ ִ֥ ִ ִטיָ֨א ֙ןֶוֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  One perceives no misfortune in Jacob, 
 ־ֹאלְוָ֥אָר֥ ָ ָ֥ ָ ָ֥ ָ ָהָ֖מָע ֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבּ לל  and sees no distress in Israel. 
(Num 23:21ab) 
The subject of the verbs in this bicolon is unclear. It may be that they should be 
understood in a general sense: “One does not see…,” etc. Taken this way, the 
implication is twofold: not only is it impossible to witness hardship of any kind being 
visited upon Israel; but in addition, in the magical sense, no one can “see,” that is, 
invoke or bring down such hardship on Israel. On the other hand, if one prefers to 
carry the subject of the previous lines—that is, God—through to this couplet, one 
encounters here a duplicity of meanings, depending on how one treats the preposition 
ְבּ-  in each colon.94 If this particle is understood as “in,” then the bicolon’s statement 
that God sees no iniquity in Israel stands as the explanation for the people’s direct 
connection to the divine without recourse for magical or divinatory practices, as 
expressed in the subsequent lines. On the other hand, if the preposition is read as 
“against,” then this couplet indicates that God will not “see,” that is, “countenance,”95 
any wrongdoing committed against Israel by others. This accords beautifully with the 
following two statements from Habakkuk, whose employment of precisely the same 
assortment of verbs and nouns is striking: 
 ָ֣לֵ֤אְרַת הָמָּ֨א יִנ֙ןֶו  Why do you show me misfortune, 
 ָ֣מָעְוִ֔בַּתּ לטי  and countenance distress, 
 ֹ֥שְׁוָ֖מָחְו דִ֑דְּגֶנְל סי  and robbery and violence are before me, 
 ִ֧הְיַוִ֦ר י֖דָמוּ בי׃א ָֽשִּׂי ןוֹ  and there is dispute, and strife is raised? 
(Hab 1:3) 
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 ֤הְטַ֨ניֵע רוֹ֙םִי֣אְרֵמ ָ֔ר תוֹע  (You are) too pure of eyes to see evil, 
 ִ֥בַּהְוָ֖מָע־לֶא טיֹ֣ ל לָ֑כוּת אל  and (to) countenance distress you are unable. 
 ָ֤ל֙טיִבַּת הָמִּ֔דְגוֹֽבּ םי  Why (do you) countenance traitors, 
 ִ֕רֲחַתַּ֥לַּבְבּ שׁיָר עָ֖שׁע  (and) remain silent as (the) wicked 
 ִ֥דַּצ׃וּנּ ֶֽמִּמ קי  devours (the) more righteous than he? 
  (Hab 1:13) 
These biblical parallels lend considerable credibility to such an interpretation in 
Balaam’s poem; but it is worthwhile to note that one reading here need not supersede 
the other, and that the double-meaning is an intentional literary flourish. 
בבק and ךרב 
Already we have had occasion to discuss these two words, whose juxtaposed 
meanings occupy a key role in the story. On the one hand, Balaq is connected by 
alliteration with the word בבק “curse,” indeed all the more so since the latter 
invariably occurs in close conjunction with the letter ל. On the other hand, Balaam’s 
indirect alliterative link to the word ךרב “bless” by way of his patronymic, רוֹעְבּ־ןֶבּ, 
enables the author to employ the contrast between the two words as a means of 
drawing a similar contrast between the two characters. This is all the more true in view 
of the narrative itself, which describes Balaam’s utterance of blessings in response to 
Balaq’s request for curses. 
רבע 
This word, too, has occupied our attention above, in our examination of its 
alliterative relationship with רוֹעְבּ, the name of Balaam’s father. I already have 
observed that this word, which means “cross, oppose, trespass, transgress,” calls 
attention to the notion of “opposing” God’s will by subverting it to one’s own ends, as 
evident, ultimately, in Balaam’s journey to Moab to fulfill Balaq’s request for a curse 
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despite God’s explicit prohibition of this act in Num 22:12. As it turns out, however, 
this is only a part of the larger theme expressed in the pericope; for as the human 
actors in the story attempt to transgress (רבע) God’s command not to curse Israel, in 
the end it is God who subverts (רבע) the actions of these very humans, by producing 
from their efforts not curses, but blessings. This keyword, then, forcefully draws 
attention to the idea of divinity and humanity at cross purposes, with divinity 
achieving total and decisive victory in this battle of wills. 
Indeed, in addition to the manifestations of this general theme that I have 
raised previously, the contest between human and divine is presented in concrete form 
in the jenny episode. Num 22:26 reads as follows: 
֥יַּוָ֖והְי־ךְַאְלַמ ףֶסוֹ ה֑בֲע֑ ֲ֑ ֲ֑ ֲרוֹ֙דֹמֲעַיּ  ַֽו ֣קָמְבּ םוֹ ָ֔צֶ֛שֲׁא רֶ֥דּ־ןי ֵֽא ר֖טְנִל ךְֶרִ֥מָי תוֹןי ׃לוא ֹֽ מְשׂוּ  
And Yahweh’s messenger persisted in opposing, and stood in a narrow 
place, where there was no way to veer right or left. 
A few verses before (Num 22:18), Balaam has made reference to the notion of human 
opposition (רבע) to the wishes of the divine. Here, the description of the divine 
messenger’s third appearance describes this figure as opposing (רבע) Balaam’s 
progress on the road to Moab. The connection between these two usages serves 
effectively to highlight further the human–divine contest as an important theme in the 
pericope. 
ארק 
To the above keywords we may add the root ארק, which appears in the 
pericope (mostly in Numbers 22) in the Qal stem, with the meaning “call, summon, 
consult, greet.” The word occupies a central position in the presentation of Balaam’s 
understanding of his role as a transmitter of divine will. This understanding is flawed 
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at first, and betrays certain misconceptions about this role, whether regarding his 
status as either a diviner or a prophet. In Num 22:5, Balaq sends messengers to 
summon him (וֹל־ֹארְקִל) to curse Israel, a task he is perfectly content to undertake 
provided that he receives permission from God. Yet Balaq’s request comes as a result 
of the Moabite king’s belief that Balaam himself possesses the power to curse, as he 
expresses in Num 22:6: תֵא יִתְּעַדָי יִכּ רָאוּי רֹאָתּ רֶשֲׁאַו ךְָֹרבְמ ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא  “for I know that 
whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.” Balaam, for his part, 
at first does not contradict Balaq’s notion that the actual potency of the curse derives 
from his own power, either in his response to the envoys’ initial message (Num 22:8) 
or in his recounting of Balaq’s message to God in his dream (Num 22:11), where he 
completely omits Balaq’s statement to this effect. 
It is only later, after Balaq sends his second envoy to fetch him (Num 22:18), 
that Balaam states to the king his inability to act in any way other than as God orders 
him. But it quickly becomes clear that this statement also is not to be taken as an 
indicator of Balaam’s total grasp of the situation. Specifically, the true intent of God’s 
instruction to Balaam in Num 22:20 hinges on the significance of the root ארק: 
ֹ֨ בָיַּוִ֥הלֱֹא א םי׀֮םָעְלִבּ־לֶא ֒הָלְיַל ֹ֣ יַּו ֗ל רֶמאִל־םִא וֹֹ֤ רְקֹ֤ ְֹ֤ ְֹ֤ ְא֙ךְָל ָ֣בּ ִ֔שָׁנֲאָה וּא֖ק םיֵ֣ל םוִּא ךְָ֑תּ ם
ַ֗אְוָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא ךְֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רֶ֖לֵא ר֥תֹא ךָי׃ה ֶֽשֲׂעַת וֹ  
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to 
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but 
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.” 
Here we may assume that God knows perfectly well that the men indeed have come to 
summon Balaam, given the omniscient narrator’s use of this precise phraseology 
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(וֹל־ֹארְקִל, Num 22:5).96 Yet the point seems to involve something more than the simple 
fact of the matter, as R. W. L. Moberly observed: “…God’s words [in Num 22:20] are 
not just to be taken at face value as straightforward permission to go….”97 According 
to Num 22:6, Balaq’s summons as delivered by his messengers rests on the 
assumption that the power to bless and curse rests with Balaam himself, not with the 
divine forces with whom he communes. In direct opposition to this perception, God’s 
words in Num 22:20 conclude with the statement ךָיֶלֵא רֵבַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רָבָדַּה־תֶא ךְַא  וֹתֹא
הֶשֲׂעַת “just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do,” which occurs in slightly 
altered form elsewhere in the pericope (Num 22:35, 38; 23:12, 26; 24:13). 
Thus, since God’s response begins with the conditional ִא־ם  “if,” it falls to 
Balaam to decide which of the two contradictory perspectives upon which to act, 
whether it be the one that attributes the power of blessing and cursing to Balaam, or 
the one that expresses Balaam’s powerlessness to achieve such effects outside of 
God’s direct instruction. The rhetorical thrust of God’s statement firmly emphasizes 
that the correct course is to abide by the very directive that God already has issued to 
Balaam in Num 22:12: ךְֵלֵת ֹאל םָעָה־תֶא רֹאָת ֹאל םֶהָמִּעךְוּרָב יִכּ  אוּה  “You shall not go 
with them, and you shall not curse the people, for it is blessed.” True, the men have 
summoned (ארק) Balaam; but in fact what they seek is more than his mere presence—
their summons prevails upon his perceived ability to produce concrete magical effects 
in the natural world. on one side rests the purely literal sense, while on the other, the 
subtler rhetorical undertone of the word ארק. Failing to perceive this complexity, 
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however, Balaam misses the rhetorical point and proceeds on the basis of a 
simplistically literal understanding: Since the men indeed came to summon him 
(וֹל־ֹארְקִל, Num 22:5), then by God’s logic it appears that he ought to go along with 
them; and so he proceeds, completing in the next verse the precise verbs (םוק “rise” 
and ךלה “go”) employed by God for this circumstance. Lael Caesar’s similar 
assessment that it is “Balaam’s interpretation of God’s response [in Num 22:20 that] 
grants him permission to go”98 affirms this observation. 
When one approaches the passage in this light, it becomes clear that the 
traditional modern interpretation of God’s angry reaction in Num 22:22,  םיִהלֱֹא ףַא־רַחִיַּו
אוּה ךְֵלוֹה־יִכּ “And Elohim’s anger flared because he was going,” is to be understood as 
a failure, much like Balaam’s own, to recognize the rhetorical thrust of God’s words in 
Num 22:20. God’s anger here does not constitute a self-contradictory caprice 
indicating an editorial seam, but rather represents a reaction to Balaam’s inability to 
grasp the deeper intent of God’s statement to him two verses earlier. 
Balaam’s statement at the end of the jenny episode indicates his recognition of 
the point under discussion: 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜עְלִבּ רֶמאַ֤אְלַמ־לֶא ם֙הָוהְי ךְָ֔טָח יִתא ִ֚כֹּ֣ ל יַ֔דָי אִ֥כּ יִתְּעָ֛תַּא יָ֥צִּנ הִל באָרְקָ ְָ ְָ ְִ֖תי ָ֑דַּבּ ךְֶר
ָ֛תַּעְוַ֥ר־םִא הֶ֖ניֵעְבּ ע֥שָׁא ךָי׃י ִֽלּ הָבוּ  
And Balaam said to Yahweh’s messenger, “I have sinned, for I did not 
know that you were stationed to greet me on the road. And now, if (it 
is) evil in your eyes, let me return.”  
(Num 22:34) 
The use here of the same keyword employed at the beginning of the pericope in 
reference to the summons of the human agents suggests that Balaam perceives the 
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connection between their message and that of Yahweh’s messenger. The difference, 
however, lies in the fact that he now recognizes that the latter message, coming as it 
does from God, should, indeed must, be heeded. Thus it appears that Balaam has 
developed an appreciation for the subtlety of the term, and understands it to involve 
not only a literal summons but also something deeper about the implied relationship 
between the summoner and the summoned. The point is driven home in Num 22:36, 
when Balaq comes out to greet Balaam (וֹתאָרְקִל), thereby emphasizing that Balaam 
must choose whether to answer the divine call or the human one. 
In the subsequent material, the root רקה , which occurs in the Niphval form with 
the meaning “appear,” plays on the continuing emphasis of the root ארק. This new 
root is used consistently with a clear theophanic sense, to refer to God’s appearing to 
Balaam (Num 23:3, 4, 16). Num 23:3 is particularly noteworthy, since here we 
encounter this use of ִנְקָרה  in close proximity to a usage of the same root in the Qal: 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜עְלִבּ רֶמאָ֗לָבְל ם֮בֵצַּיְתִה ק֒ךֶָתָֹלע־לַע  ָ֗כְל ֵֽאְוַ֞לוּא ה יֵ֤רָקִּי֤ ֵ ָ ִ֤ ֵ ָ ִ֤ ֵ ָ ִה֙הָוהְי ִל אָרְקָ ְָ ְָ ְִ֔תַ֥בְדוּ יר 
ֵ֖אְרַיּ־הַמ  ַ֣גִּהְו יִנָ֑ל יִתְּדֵ֖יַּו ךְ׃יִפ ֶֽשׁ ךְֶל  
And Balaam said to Balaq, “Station yourself near your sacrifice, that I 
may go (aside). Perhaps Yahweh will appear to greet me, and word of 
what he shows me, I will tell to you.” And he went to a bare height. 
Here Balaam uses the two roots side by side, employing the Niphval form of הרק just 
before another occurrence of ארק, in the Qal as usual. Here the latter verb bears a 
deeper connotation similar to that evident in the preceding narrative, since he uses it to 
refer not just to a simple summons or call, but to direct divine contact, a point 
strengthened here by the theophanic orientation of the nearby word הֵרָקִּי. Indeed, prior 
to the second oracle, his words suggest his increasing success as a conduit for divine 
communication: 
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ֹ֨ יַּו֙רֶמאָ֔לָבּ־לֶא ֵ֥צַּיְתִה קֹ֖כּ בֶ֑תָֹלע־לַע הךָ ִ֖כֹנָאְו יָ֥קִּא֥ ָ ִ֥ ָ ִ֥ ָ ִהֶֶֶֶר׃ה ֹֽכּ  
And he said to Balaq, “Station yourself by your sacrifice as before, and 
I will appear as before.”  
(Num 23:15) 
Here we see Balaam using the Niphval form ִנְקָרה  to describe his own appearance to 
Balaq that he applied to God just a few verses before. The implication is that just as 
Yahweh’s messenger appeared on the road “to greet [him]” (יִתאָרְקִל, Num 22:34) as a 
proxy for God, with whom the greeting originates as indicated in Num 22:20, here 
Balaam indicates that he will appear (הֶרָקִּא) to greet Balaq, also as a proxy for God. 
Thus, the collocation of the roots ארק “call, greet” and הרק “appear” in Num 23:3 
links the messenger’s intermediary function in Num 22:34 with Balaam’s similar 
function in Num 23:15. 
יבצ  
It is worthwhile briefly to note that this verb, whether in the Niphval or the 
Hitpavel, is used both for Yahweh’s messenger and for Balaq. In his initial occurrence 
in the story, the messenger appears as the subject of the verb בֵצַּיְתִיַּו (Num 22:22), and 
subsequently three times as the subject of ִנָצּב  (Num 22:23, 31, 34), the last of which is 
in the mouth of Balaam. As for Balaq, before each of the first two oracles, Balaam 
instructs him to “station himself” (בֵצַּיְתִה) while he consults with God (Num 23:3, 15); 
and each time, Balaam returns to find Balaq “stationed” ( ִנָצּב ) just as he had instructed 
(Num 23:6, 17). The drawing together of the Moabite king and the messenger of God 
is striking, and suggests that both figures represent obstacles that Balaam must 
overcome. Yahweh’s messenger impedes his physical journey, while Balaq disrupts 
his progress toward the realization of his full prophetic potential by urging him 
repeatedly to act counter to God’s will for Israel. 
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Naming, Epithets, and Descriptive Phrases 
In Chapter 4, I raised the point that the terseness of biblical literature demands 
that each word be seen as carefully chosen and worthy of specific, focused 
examination.99 Here, I build on this perspective by examining the terms used to 
designate the characters involved in Sefer Bilvam. Both personal names and 
descriptive expressions, whether formulaic or otherwise, occupy our attention here, 
since both means of designation can offer valuable literary insights. 
According to Meir Sternberg, to have a name in the Bible is to be elevated 
from anonymity to singularity.100 He noted that unnamed characters typically are flat 
and stand as archetypal figures, concretized plot devices, and so on. In this category 
are both unnamed individuals such as messengers, wise women, single-action prophets 
and the like, and collective groups such as “the men,” “the courtiers,” and so on. This 
stands in sharp contrast to explicitly named figures, whose specific identification 
launches them into the narrative foreground and intimates an ongoing, rather than a 
momentary, presence in the subsequent material: “If for a biblical agent to come on 
stage nameless is to be declared faceless, then to bear a name is to assume an identity: 
to become a singular existent, with an assured place in history and a future in the 
story.”101 In Garsiel’s thorough study of derivations and puns stemming from proper 
names in the Bible, he articulately encapsulated this principal as follows: 
In the literary world names are even more important than they are in 
ordinary life—the concrete world in which people stand before us in all 
their solidity and can be perceived by our senses. In literature, by 
contrast, identifying labels—names—must serve us in place of a 
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person’s visible and tangible presence, and this leads to an extreme 
emphasis upon names as expressive substitutes for actual people.102 
Certainly, this is all the more true in a literary corpus as laconic as the Bible, in which 
explicitly stated realistic or illustrative details are few and far between. 
More than a simple binary indicator of primary as opposed to secondary actors, 
however, biblical naming often exhibits a deep significance above and beyond the 
mere identification of the character. On the one hand, for example, a name that bears a 
specific weight within its narrative context can itself condemn the its referee to the 
role of archetype, by subsuming all other aspects of the character into the narrow 
demands of its loaded intent. One need only think of Nabal, the consummate boor of 1 
Samuel 25, to see how a name meaning “boor” condemns this figure to an archetypal 
role, rendering him at once both flat and highly memorable as the antagonist of the 
story. On the other hand, as Garsiel’s research indicates, there frequently occur aural, 
punning, and content-related relationships between names and the narratives in which 
they appear.103 Thus, a name can convey not only identifying information about the 
character to whom it refers, but also can provide important points of contact between 
name and narrative, thereby amplifying the subtlety and significance of the character’s 
place in that narrative. Sefer Bilvam itself yields examples of this phenomenon, which 
will occupy our attention shortly. 
In this way, biblical names approach something akin to the other manner in 
which the Bible identifies its characters, a phenomenon that Sternberg termed the 
“proleptic portrait.”104 He concerned himself primarily with descriptive expressions, 
                                                 
 
102
 Garsiel 1991: 212. 
103
 Garsiel 1991, passim, in particular Chapter 2, entitled “Sound Effects, Puns, and Aural 
Connections,” and chapter 6, entitled “Appropriateness of Names to Literary Units.” 
104
 Sternberg 1985: 321–341. 
 322 
whether individual adjectives, short phrases like “man of war,” or full clauses like 
“Yahweh is with him;” but as we shall see below, in certain situations we also may 
include items like patronymics and other more formulaic epithets. According to 
Sternberg, proleptic portraits are formed by means of such weighted phrases, which 
not only provide significant details about the characters to whom they refer, but also 
connect these figures to critical aspects or moments of the plots in which they 
participate. He described the situation as follows: “A biblical epithet serves at least 
two functions, one bearing directly on the character it qualifies and the other bearing 
indirectly on the plot where he figures as agent or patient.”105 As we shall see, Sefer 
Bilvam presents a certain degree of nuanced deviation from the standard realization of 
this phenomenon as articulated by Sternberg. However, in principle the use of epithets 
in our pericope accords precisely with Sternberg’s point, and for this reason warrants 
detailed examination. 
Moreover, Berlin called attention to the ways in which epithets and descriptive 
phrases are used in biblical narrative to express the points of view of the characters 
themselves.106 Drawing special attention to situations in which a single character is 
indicated by a number of distinct epithets, she first drew on the work of Boris 
Uspensky, who addressed this kind of situation in literature generally as follows: 
It seems clear that several points of view are used…—that is, 
the author designates the same character from several different 
positions. Specifically, he may be using the points of view of various 
characters in the work, each of whom stands in a different relationship 
to the character who is named. 
…[I]f we know how different people habitually refer to one 
particular character…, then it may be possible formally to define whose 
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viewpoint the author has assumed at any one moment in the 
narrative.107 
Berlin proceeded to demonstrate that this perspective may be applied fruitfully to 
biblical literature specifically, citing examples such as the uses of the terms “brother” 
and “sister” in the direct speech of the Amnon and Tamar episode (2 Sam 13).108 In 
fact, this entire notion, that direct speech in the Bible reflects terminologies, locutions, 
and viewpoints unique to the speaker, resonates with an important quality of biblical 
narrative generally, namely the intensive use of direct discourse as a means of 
advancing the narrative.109 Alter highlighted the “highly subsidiary role of narration in 
comparison to direct speech by the characters,”110 even going as far as to make the 
following general observation about biblical prose: “[T]he primacy of dialogue is so 
pronounced that many pieces of third-person narration prove on inspection to be 
dialogue-bound, verbally mirroring elements of dialogue which precede them or which 
they introduce. Narration is thus often relegated to the role of confirming assertions 
made in dialogue….”111 As we shall see, direct discourse in Sefer Bilvam, and in 
particular the ways that the characters refer to one another, indeed evinces important 
perspectives for understanding the text. 
In sum, the names and epithets used in this pericope to refer to the various 
characters, both in the narrative voice and in those of the characters themselves, 
provide important clues for the understanding of the text. In addition to offering 
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valuable perspectives on the characters whom they identify, they also reveal glimpses 
of these characters’ viewpoints and personalities, as well as their roles within and 
relationships to the overarching thematic landscape of the pericope as a whole. The 
text exhibits seven primary figures, the references to each of which occupy our 
attention here: Balaam, Balaq, God (and/or gods), the people of Israel, Balaq’s 
messengers, Yahweh’s messenger, and Balaam’s jenny. Needless to say, pronominal 
references to these characters are not included in the following examination, as they 
do not distinguish between referents—indeed, at times this results in important 
ambiguities in the narrative, which are examined in the next section of this chapter. 
Likewise, the extended descriptions in the poetic oracles that are applied to Israel and 
God occupy our attention when we turn to the content of the oracles, and do not 
appear in this section. 
Balaam 
Because Balaam arguably is the protagonist of the pericope, one is hardly 
surprised at the uniformity exhibited across the many references to him in the text. 
After a single introductory designation in the narrative voice as רוֹעְבּ־ןֶבּ םָעְלִבּ (Num 
22:5), the remaining 47 references to this character in Sefer Bilvam, outside of his own 
oracular utterances, read simply םָעְלִבּ.112 In just one of these instances (Num 22:14), 
his name is mentioned in direct speech, as opposed to the voice of the narrator; but 
here as well, the śārê Mô'āb; use his name alone, with no patronymic or other 
identifier. 
                                                 
 
112
 Postbiblical traditions attest several pseudo-etymological explanations for the name “Balaam” that 
uniformly reveal a marked animus toward the figure. This matter lies beyond the scope of the present 
study, but the various options are catalogued conveniently in Milgrom 1990: 186. 
 325 
To begin, in the present context it is worthwhile briefly to reiterate the 
alliterative echoes of Balaam’s name and/or patronymic that occur throughout the 
pericope and beyond, presented in detail above.113 Specifically, we recall that Num 
22:27, 41; 23:9c, 24a all present consonantal patterns that invoke the sounds in the 
name םָעְלִבּ. Also, the name of Balaam’s father, ֹעְבּ)ו(ר , alliterates with the keyword 
רבע in Num 22:18, 26; 24:13, and also bears less forceful alliterative connections with 
words occurring in Num 22:1, 22; 24:1. Finally, the entire phrase ְבּ־ןֶבּ םָעְלִבּרוֹע  is 
echoed not only in the concentration of the letter ע in the epithetical sequences of Num 
24:3–4, 15–16, but also in the more elaborate alliterative schema connecting Balaam 
with the transgression (רבע) of Baval-Pevor, as well as with the toponym itself, in Num 
31:16. 
Moving on to the issue of epithets, it is only in the introductory strophe to his 
third oracle, which also opens the fourth oracle in slightly expanded form, that Balaam 
himself provides a flurry of self-referential expressions that move well beyond mere 
identification by personal name. In a series of closely knit cola, he begins by revisiting 
the patronymic introduced near the outset of the pericope: ֹרעְב וֹנְבּ םָעְלִבּ (Num 24:3, 
15). Here, the only slight variation from the earlier phrase is the use of an anticipatory 
possessive suffix.114 There follows a series of apposed epithets by which Balaam 
identifies himself. After this, the first epithet, ַהןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ רֶבֶגּ  (Num 24:3, 15), can be 
taken as a single phrase, with the nominal head רֶבֶגַּה modified by the adjectival phrase 
ןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ: “the man pierced-open of eye.”115 Alternatively, it can be interpreted as a 
pair of appositional expressions: “the man, (the one) pierced-open of eye.” The next 
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epithet, לֵא־יֵרְמִא ַעֵֹמשׁ “hearer of the sayings of El” (Num 24:4, 16), is closely 
paralleled only in its second occurrence by the similar expression ןוֹיְלֶע תַעַדּ ַעֵֹדיְו “and 
knower of the knowledge of Elyon” (Num 24:16). Meanwhile, the subsequent relative 
clause ֶי יַדַּשׁ הֵזֲחַמ רֶשֲׁאהֶזֱח  “who sees the vision of Shadday” in Num 24:4, which itself 
may be read appositively as “(he) who sees the vision of Shadday,” is elevated to full 
independent status in its later occurrence in 24:16: ֶי יַדַּשׁ הֵזֲחַמהֶזֱח  “he sees the vision 
of Shadday.” Finally, the sequence concludes with םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְגוּ לֵפֹנ (Num 24:4, 16), 
which, like the phrase ןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ רֶבֶגַּה above, may be taken in two ways: either as two 
distinct appositions, “(the) prostrate, and (the one) uncovered of eyes;” or as a unified 
expression, as in “(the) prostrate and uncovered of eyes.” 
Thus, the series of expressions that Balaam uses to refer to himself consists of 
the following: 
 ֹרעְב וֹנְבּ םָעְלִבּ “Balaam son of Bevor” 
 ןִי ָֽעָה םֻתְשׁ רֶבֶגַּה “The man(, the one) pierced-open of eye” 
 לֵא־יֵרְמִא ַעֵֹמשׁ “Hearer of the sayings of El” 
 ןוֹיְלֶע תַעַדּ ַעֵֹדי “Knower of the knowledge of Elyon” 
 )רֶשֲׁא(ֶי יַדַּשׁ הֵזֲחַמ הֶזֱח  “He (who) sees the vision of Shadday” 
 םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְגוּ לֵפֹנ “The prostrate(,) and (the one) uncovered of eyes” 
The structure of the introductory strophe in which these phrases occur occupies our 
attention elsewhere in this study.116 Meanwhile, It is crucial to take note of how the 
self-referential epithets used here by Balaam contrast with the normative pattern by 
which such features occur in the Bible. As noted above,117 in his discussion of 
“proleptic portraits” Sternberg made the general observation that such epithets connect 
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both to the character they identify and to the plot in which this character participates, 
and thus represent a kind of verbal link between the two. But more specifically, in 
linking character to narrative action, as a rule these expressions are forward-looking 
(hence “proleptic”): “…[T]he biblical epithet is normally preliminary: it precedes 
rather than follows the action it doubly governs….”118 
His point is well taken, but in our present case the situation is reversed. The 
key to this reversal lies in Sternberg’s astute apprehension of the significance of both 
aspects of a given epithet. In its capacity as a designator of the character, he noted, the 
epithet is essentially static, “[having] its face to a state of affairs that endures or recurs 
till the expositional past gives way to the narrative present;” while the narrative aspect 
with which the epithet is concerned is dynamic, involving “a unique process to be 
launched in the future.”119 In this text, it is significant that these epithets are expressed 
near the end of the narrative action in the pericope. To all appearances, they indeed are 
static in their reference to Balaam; but rather than reflecting a set of preexisting 
qualities attributed to the prophet, they indicate the endpoint of a process of change 
and development that Balaam has undergone over the course of the pericope. 
Several moments in the narrative contribute to this perspective, and I will 
discuss these at greater length in the following chapter; but it is worthwhile here 
briefly to call attention to the most significant points. In particular, God’s enabling the 
prophet to see the messenger in Num 22:31 ( אְרַיַּו םָעְלִב יֵניֵע־תֶא הָוהְי לַגְיַו הָוהְי ךְַאְלַמ־תֶא  
“And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the messenger of Yahweh”), 
which results in Balaam’s contrite response to the messenger in Num 22:34, may be 
seen as a literal foreshadowing of Balaam’s becoming figuratively “pierced-open of 
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eye” and “uncovered of eyes” as he comes to understand God’s intention toward Israel 
(Num 24:1) and conforms his prophetic activity to it. Similarly, his abandonment in 
this latter verse of the practice of augury follows closely on his poetic expression of 
Israel’s direct link with the voice and will of God (Num 23:23), in which he states that 
Israel eschews the very practice that he had undertaken up to this point, חנשׁ)םי( , in 
favor of simple and direct communications from—and instigated by—the divine. 
Hence, just as Israel relies on prophetic perception rather than prophetic–magical 
action, so Balaam, having set aside divinatory practices, now may identify himself as 
“hearer of the sayings of El” and “he (who) sees the vision of Shadday.” 
From this perspective, it becomes apparent that the situation articulated by 
Sternberg is reversed here, with the “unique process” to which he referred in this case 
having taken place prior to the epithets linking this process with the character upon 
whom it has acted. The occurrence of the epithets in the mouth of Balaam himself, 
moreover, indicates his consciousness of this process, and of its reaching the point of 
completion. The reversal of the usual epithetical routine, then, serves in combination 
with other features to emphasize Balaam’s development as a character across the 
entire text, and to highlight especially the state in which he finds himself at the end of 
the narrative. 
Finally, we turn briefly to Levine’s suggestion that the use of the name Bilvām 
ben-Bəvôr itself is predicated on literary motives. Elsewhere, I argue that a retrojection 
of later monarchic concerns onto the Wandering-period setting of Sefer Bilvam is 
evident across the pericope as a whole.120 Indeed, Levine posited that the very name of 
the protagonist in our text may reflect this practice, calling upon the long-recognized 
                                                 
 
120
 See below, pp. 466–468. 
 329 
parallel between this name and that of Bela son of Bevor, identified as the king of 
Edom in Gen 36:31–32:121 
…[S]ince the literary mise en scène of the Balaam Pericope is the 
preconquest period, it is not inconceivable that the author of the 
narrative sections of Numbers 22–24 was actually identifying Balaam, 
in his literary retrojection, as [Belav ben-Bəvôr,] the first Edomite king 
who ruled before there was a monarchy in Israel, as reported in Genesis 
36:31 [the king’s name is specified in Gen 36:32].122 
Many scholars have commented on this connection, as exemplified by Levine. 
However, although the similarity between the names of the two figures is remarkable, 
it is somewhat difficult to perceive any literary motivation, let alone one that accords 
with the driving themes of the pericope, for constructing the protagonist’s name 
specifically for the sake of this apparently obscure allusion. Moreover, one 
additionally must reckon with the marked increase in the plausibility of Balaam as a 
real historical figure that the existence of the Deir vAllā materials provides, which 
lends support to the veracity of the name as genuine rather than invented.123 In the end, 
I must concede that although I can perceive no clear literary explanation for the 
similarity between these two names, this does not necessarily mean that no such 
explanation exists. Nevertheless, Levine himself expressed a clear awareness of the 
tenuousness of his suggestion,124 so for the moment I simply follow in his footsteps by 
recalling it here with all due caution. 
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Balaq 
References to Balaq, Balaam’s counterpart and the antagonist in the pericope, 
exhibit even less variation. As noted above,125 the name קָלָבּ bears an alliterative 
relationship with expressions throughout the pericope involving the root בבק “curse,” 
to which, as Garsiel indicated, is added universally in some fashion the letter ל, as in 
יִלּ־הָבָק “curse for me” (Num 22:11) or ֹבקָל “to curse” (Num 23:11).126 Additionally, 
we have recalled Garsiel’s observation of the persistence of this alliterative pattern 
into the next chapter, with the account of Phineas’s actions making use of the words 
הָבֻּקַּה “the chamber” and הָּתָבֳק “her stomach” as a means of tying off this schematic 
thread.127 We may turn, therefore, to other matters concerning Balaq’s name in the 
pericope. 
For Balaq there occurs no cluster of epithetic flourishes comparable to that 
attested for Balaam in the prophet’s third and fourth oracles. Only two fairly standard 
expressions are applied to him in the pericope: the patronymic רוֹפִּצ־ןֶבּ “son of S 9ippor,” 
and a phrase designating him ךְֶלֶמ בָאוֹמ  “king of Moab.” The first phrase usually 
occurs in conjunction with his given name, thus רוֹפִּצ־ןֶבּ קָלָבּ, and is attested twice in 
the narrative voice (Num 22:2, 4), once in the voice of his servants (Num 22:16), and 
twice in the voice of Balaam (Num 22:10; 23:18). Of these, it is the latter two that 
warrant the most interest. The first time Balaam uses the expression, it is as a part of 
the longest identifying phrase used for Balaq in the pericope: בָאוֹמ ךְֶלֶמ רֹפִּצ־ןֶבּ קָלָבּ 
“Balaq son of S 9ippor, king of Moab.” The implication appears to be that Balaam is 
unfamiliar with this figure outside of the message he has received from him, and thus 
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identifies him by means of all of the information at his disposal. In effect, this renders 
the relationship, from Balaam’s standpoint, as one in which Balaq’s role is neither 
more nor less than that of a ruler seeking his services in a political matter. The second 
usage of Balaq’s patronymic occurs in Balaam’s second oracle, and rather than 
occurring in conjunction with Balaq’s personal name, it stands in parallel to it: ר ֹֽפִּצ וֹנְבּ. 
We may comfortably attribute this locution to the aesthetic sensibility evident in the 
tight synonymous parallelism it generates with the A word קָלָבּ in the previous colon, 
thereby following a reasonably well-attested poetic pattern (A-colon: name // B-colon: 
title or patronymic), as in Judg 5:12cd, in which קָרָבּ “Baraq” in the A line is 
paralleled by םַע ֹֽניִבֲא־ןֶבּ “son of Abinoam” in the B-line. 
Somewhat more peculiar is the incorporation of the preposition ְל-  into an 
epithet for Balaq, which occurs in the latter portion of Num 22:4: 
…ָ֧לָבוּ֛פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֶ֥מ רוָֹ֖אוֹמְל ךְֶלֵ֥עָבּ ב׃או ִֽהַה ת  
…and Balaq son of S 9ippor was king to Moab at that time. 
The expected construct phrase בָאוֹמ ךְֶלֶמ “king of Moab” is modified here to read ֶלֶמ ךְ
בָאוֹמְל “king to (or for) Moab.” This construction is the usual way of presenting an 
indefinite nomen regens in conjunction with a definite nomen rectum; but the gloss “a 
king of Moab” is rendered inappropriate by the following phrase ֵעָבִּהַה תאו : one hardly 
can suggest that Balaq was simply one of several kings of Moab “at that time.” Thus, 
to understand the intent of this modification, we must pay close attention to what 
precedes this clause. In Num 22:3, Moab is the subject of both clauses bracketing the 
chiastic verse structure, each of which indicates a reaction of fear or dread toward the 
people of Israel; and the first clause of Num 22:4 presents a statement in direct speech 
expressing the same information, albeit in somewhat more poetic fashion, with Moab 
as the speaker. These are the only places in the entire pericope where Moab itself 
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appears as the subject. Given the context, it is reasonable to suppose that these 
statements of concern regarding the people of Israel are to be taken as representative 
of the sentiments of the Moabites, that is, the people of Moab. From this perspective, it 
becomes apparent that the adapted form of Balaq’s epithet, בָאוֹמְל ךְֶלֶמ “king to Moab,” 
indicates that he ostensibly takes up the cause of his people in dispatching an embassy 
to request Balaam’s help, which is reported in the very next verse. In this way, a 
matter of popular concern—the encroachment of the people of Israel on Moabite 
territory—is transformed into the political and/or personal cause of Balaq. 
Additionally, the absorption of Moab’s active role in the narrative into Balaq’s 
individual activity serves after a fashion to synonymize the two: Balaq now speaks 
with a singular voice for all of Moab; and simultaneously, the general Moabite point 
of view is literarily typified or standardized in Balaq’s personal perspective. 
Finally, in the interest of examining certain characters’ perspectives on certain 
others, it is particularly worthwhile also to note the remarks of Jacob Milgrom 
indicating that Balaq is successively “downgraded” across the poetic oracles spoken 
by Balaam.128 He is referenced in parallel cola in the first oracle as קָלָבּ and ָאוֹמ ךְֶלֶמב  
“king of Moab;” in the second, again in parallel, as קָלָבּ and ר ֹֽפִּצ וֹנְבּ “son of S 9ippor;” 
and not at all in the third and fourth oracles. Milgrom explained this progression as 
follows: “…[I]n the first oracle Balaam is the passive instrument of Balak…; in the 
second, he gives orders to Balak…; and in the third and fourth, having [abandoned 
divinatory practices and] become the [direct] confidant of the Lord, he can ignor Balak 
altogether….”129 This pattern reveals the developing attitude of Balaam toward his 
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counterpart, an attitude that changes in parallel with his personal development as a 
character in the narrative, which I explore in the following chapter. 
God 
Moving on, an examination of the names used for God in Sefer Bilvam is of 
particular interest due to its import for the traditional source-critical view. It is well 
recognized that perhaps the best-known primary criterion for the source-critical 
approach, namely the uses of the divine referents ְיָוהה  and ֱאלִֹהםי  in J and E 
respectively, is particularly problematic in this text: “…[I]t has been duly noted that 
the overall distribution [in Sefer Bilvam] of the divine names, YHWH and 'Ĕlōhîm, is 
blatantly inconsistent with the usual source-critical assignments. These divine names 
often alternate with each other in the ongoing narrative, making it virtually impossible 
to identify discrete sources on the basis of such usage.”130 This being the case, there 
remains the question of how one explains this variation in the appellatives used for 
God (and/or gods; see below). Hence, it is worthwhile to examine closely the range of 
variation extant in the text, and to consider whether there may be some other kind of 
logic motivating it. Broadly speaking, we may isolate two “domains” of terminology 
for God, with one family of terms occurring across the prose narrative and the other 
existing only in the poetic diction of Balaam’s oracles. For the present it is convenient 
to examine these two groups separately, beginning with the prose material. 
First, there are two situations in which the divine name ְיָוהה  occurs as the 
nomen rectum in a construct chain. The first such phrase, הָוהְי ךְַאְלַמ, which occurs 
eleven times between Num 22:21 and Num 22:35, must be set aside as a formulaic 
                                                 
 
130
 Levine 2000: 137–138. See also Rofé 1979: passim, especially pp. 20–21. 
 334 
expression that should be associated with identifying the messenger specifically, rather 
than with the matter that concerns us at present. The biblical corpus attests 71 
instances of construct phrases consisting of ךְַאְלַמ plus a term for the divine, of which 
only twelve read כאלמ)י) (ָה(ֱאלִֹהםי , while 59 read ְי ךְַאְלַמהָוה .131 Thus, this phrase 
clearly is a standard locution that does not speak to the issue of preference for one 
divine name over against another, but rather stands as part of the unwaveringly 
consistent pattern according to which the messenger is identified throughout the 
portion of the pericope in which he appears. This point will resurface below. 
Similarly, although the phrase הָוהְי יֵניֵע occurs only once in this pericope (Num 
24:1), it likewise manifests telling statistical data across the biblical corpus: of the 105 
attestations of יֵניֵע plus divine name, only three read  יֵניֵע)ָה(ֱאלִֹהםי , while 102 read  יֵניֵע
הָוהְי.132 Hence, this too may be seen as a standard expression, whose presence in this 
text need not stand as an additional complication to the question of the usage of divine 
names. We may focus our attention, therefore, on those references to God in the 
narrative voice that are independent of these two stock phrases. 
An examination of these remaining references yields a striking pattern. For 
ֱאלִֹהםי , the data stand as follows:  
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Table 5: Uses of םיִהלֱֹא in the Narrative Voice in Sefer Bilvam 
 as explicit subject as implicit 
subject 
as nomen rectum as indirect object 
Num 22:9 םָעְלִבּ־לֶא םיִהלֱֹא ֹאבָיַּו 
“And Elohim came to 
Balaam” 
רֶמֹאיַּו 
“and he said” 
  
Num 22:10    םיִהלֱֹאָה־לֶא םָעְלִבּ רֶמֹאיַּו 
“And Balaam said to 
hā-'Ĕlōhîm”133 
Num 22:12 םָעְלִבּ־לֶא םיִהלֱֹא רֶמֹאיַּו 
“And Elohim said to 
Balaam” 
   
Num 22:20  םָעְלִבּ־לֶא םיִהלֱֹא ֹאבָיַּו
הָלְיַל 
“And Elohim came to 
Balaam at night” 
וֹל רֶמֹאיַּו 
“and he said 
to him” 
  
Num 22:22   אוּה ךְֵלוֹה־י ִֽכּ םיִהלֱֹא ףַא־רַח ִֽיַּו 
“And Elohim’s anger 
flared because he was 
going” 
 
Num 23:4 םָעְלִבּ־לֶא םיִהלֱֹא רָקִּיַּו 
“And Elohim 
appeared to Balaam” 
   
Num 24:2   םיִהלֱֹא ַחוּר ויָלָע יִהְתַּו 
“And upon him was the 
spirit of Elohim” 
 
Note that in all of these contexts the term ֱאלִֹהםי  exhibits a presence that, while not 
wholly (nor indeed grammatically) passive per se, nevertheless involves no direct 
action on the persons or events in the narrative. Even the active verbs אוב and הרקנ 
refer only to God’s manifestations to Balaam, either in the night visions of the early 
part of the pericope or in response to his sacrificial rituals later on; and the verb היה, of 
which the construct phrase םיִהלֱֹא ַחוּר “the spirit of Elohim” is the subject, scarcely 
connotes truly active involvement in the events described. Thus, the verbs connected 
with this designation for God are limited to the realms of speech, emotion, and 
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manifestation, a point most clearly evident in the fact that all verbs associated with 
ֱאלִֹהםי  are intransitive. 
On the other hand, aside from the stock phrases הָוהְי ךְַאְלַמ and הָוהְי יֵניֵע, 
discussed above, הָוהְי always stands as the grammatical subject of a clause in the 
narrative voice. This stands in sharp contrast to the range of grammatical roles 
occupied by ֱאלִֹהםי . The data are as follows: 
Table 6: Uses of הָוהְי in the Narrative Voice in Sefer Bilvam 
 as explicit subject as implicit subject 
Num 22:28 ןוֹתָאָה יִפּ־תֶא הָוהְי חַתְּפִיַּו 
“And Yahweh opened the jenny’s mouth” 
 
Num 22:31 םָעְלִב יֵניֵע־תֶא הָוהְי לַגְיַו 
“And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes” 
 
Num 23:5 םָעְלִב יִפְבּ רָבָדּ הָוהְי םֶשָׂיַּו 
“And Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s mouth” 
רֶמֹאיַּו 
“and he said” 
Num 23:16 םָעְלִבּ־לֶא הָוהְי רָקִּיַּו 
“And Yahweh appeared to Balaam” 
ויִפְבּ רָבָדּ םֶשָׂיַּו 
“and he put a word in his mouth”  
 
רֶמֹאיַּו 
“and he said” 
Not only is הָוהְי the subject in every case, but it is immediately apparent that it 
predominantly occurs as the subject of transitive verbs—in other words, this term for 
God has clear associations of direct contact and interaction with the players and events 
in the narrative. Moreover, the only intransitive verbs of which this name is the subject 
may be set aside on the following grounds. The clauses in which occur the two 
instances of the verb רֶמֹאיַּו (Num 23:5, 16) clearly are subsidiary to the preceding 
clauses, serving largely to mark the conclusion of the word (רָבָדּ)—in both cases 
unspecified—that Yahweh plants in Balaam’s mouth, and also to signal a return from 
private interaction between God and Balaam to the public encounter between Balaam 
and Balaq. This helps to preserve the forward motion of the narrative, but contributes 
only minimal significant content to it. Indeed, one notes that regardless of which 
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divine appellative is used, in all but one instance (Num 22:12)134 the verb רמא occurs 
with God as its subject only as a secondary addendum to the preceding clause, rather 
than as a stand-alone point of narrative action. This being the case, one may prefer 
additionally to set aside those instances of this verb with which the word ֱאלִֹהםי  is 
associated; but doing so does nothing to change the larger picture presented by the 
data under examination here. 
The one remaining occurrence of the name הָוהְי in association with an 
intransitive verb (Num 23:16) evidently is the exception that proves the rule. To 
demonstrate this, we must review in detail both the context of this instance and the 
material from earlier in the chapter that it parallels. 
ָ֥קִּיַּוִ֖הלֱֹא רָ֑עְלִבּ־לֶא םיֹ֣ יַּו םָ֗לֵא רֶמאַ֤עְבִשׁ־תֶא ויֹ֙תחְבְּזִמּ ַֽה תַ֔רָע ִתְּכַ֛אָו יָ֥פּ לַעַ֖אָו ר לִי
׃ַח ֵֽבְּזִמַּבּ ָ֧יַּוָ֛והְי םֶשָׂ֖בָדּ הִ֣פְבּ רָ֑עְלִב יֹ֛ יַּו ם֥שׁ רֶמאָ֖לָבּ־לֶא בוֹּ֥כְו ק׃ר ֵֽבַּדְת ה  
And Elohim appeared to Balaam, and he said to him, “The(se) seven 
sacrifices I have arranged; and I sent up bull and ram on the altar.” And 
Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s mouth, and he said, “Return to Balaq, 
and thus shall you speak.”  
(Num 23:4–5) 
ָ֤קִּיַּו֙הָוהְי רָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ָ֥יַּו םָ֖בָדּ םֶשִׂ֑פְבּ רוי ֹ֛ יַּו֥שׁ רֶמאָ֖לָבּ־לֶא בוֹּ֥כְו ק׃ר ֵֽבַּדְת ה  
And Yahweh appeared to Balaam, and he put a word in his mouth, and 
he said, “Return to Balaq, and thus shall you speak.”  
(Num 23:16) 
In the first iteration of this pattern, ֱאלִֹהםי  is the subject of the first verb, רָקִּיַּו, which is 
intransitive; but after this comes Balaam’s interposed direct speech, which separates 
this initial clause from the later ones in which הָוהְי is the subject of the transitive verb 
םֶשָׂיַּו and its subsidiary רֶמֹאיַּו. 
                                                 
 
134
 Note that this single exception has ֱאלִֹהםי  as the subject. 
 338 
The second iteration, however, which lacks any such intrusion by Balaam, 
simply collapses the three clauses of which God is the subject into a single expressive 
unit. Naturally, the subject is made explicit in the first clause, and left unspecified in 
the latter two. But more importantly, this divergence from the wording of the former 
occurrence of this sequence suggests that the choice of הָוהְי as the subject of the entire 
unit, rather than ֱאלִֹהםי , serves specifically to foreground the transitive verb םֶשָׂיַּו, with 
which הָוהְי is associated explicitly in the prior case, and to amplify it as the most 
salient action in the sequence. If ֱאלִֹהםי  had been used as the subject in the first clause, 
as in the earlier verse, and remained the implied subject in the subsequent clauses, it 
would defy the transitive–intransitive pattern evident in the rest of the data presented 
here. Moreover, it is highly unusual anywhere in the biblical corpus, outside of 
synonymous parallelism in poetic cola, to encounter back-to-back clauses in which 
ֱאלִֹהםי  is expressed as the subject of one and הָוהְי of the other.135 Consequently, the text 
of Num 24:16 as it stands offers the only conceivable way that the pattern to which I 
have drawn attention could be deployed here. 
Thus, to reiterate, we see a clear pattern in Sefer Bilvam according to which the 
divine name הָוהְי is associated specifically with transitive, participatory verbs, while 
ֱאלִֹהםי  is associated with intransitive verbs involving emotion, speech, and 
manifestation. Doubtless some would take this as a demonstration of the supposed 
transcendent character of the Elohist’s God, as against the more imminent deity of the 
Yahwist.136 However, there persists beneath this source-critical solution an unfortunate 
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circularity that all too frequently underlies such approaches generally, a problem 
concisely described by R. N. Whybray as “beginning with presuppositions about the 
Pentateuch as a whole and then seeking to find confirmation of what has been 
assumed from the start….”137 The sources of the Documentary Hypothesis themselves, 
one recalls, have been assembled secondarily by modern scholars, ostensibly on the 
basis of the evidence in the biblical text; and the sweeping attribution of various 
theological traits to the E and J sources respectively in fact represents a tertiary 
development. Whatever general perspective may result from this sequence of 
constructs-built-on-constructs, it cannot stand as the impetus for a particular reading of 
the evidence in this specific case. Rather, it is the evidence, such as it is, that must 
serve as the building blocks for an understanding of the constructs, for to invert this 
relationship would amount to employing the working model of the sources as a self-
affirming justification of the very criteria on which the model has been built. The 
proposed overarching characteristics of E and J, which purportedly are “revealed” by 
textual evidence, cannot later be used to legitimize the same interpretive approach to 
the evidence that itself has yielded these characteristics. 
Even more to the point, I call attention again to the widespread observation, 
articulated by Levine as cited above,138 that the use of divine names in this pericope 
does not correspond neatly with the source divisions proposed for it. If this is true, 
then it hardly is feasible to argue that the divine names reflect certain inherent 
perspectives of the very sources to which they do not correspond. As a result, any 
proposed relationship between the data I have adduced here and the sources E and J 
can and should be laid to rest once and for all. We have no alternative but to seek 
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some other explanation for such a systematic and sharply defined pattern of usage with 
respect to these names. Thus, it is appropriate to consider the pattern from a literary 
standpoint, whereby we observe that it dovetails to a certain extent with an important 
theme in the pericope, namely, the interplay and juxtaposition of speech, action, and 
perception. This theme, and the larger statements it makes, is explored more fully in 
the next chapter; but for now it suffices to note that the usage of the divine names הָוהְי 
and ֱאלִֹהםי  in Sefer Bilvam, when examined collectively, is a specific aspect of the text 
that provides particular emphasis on this matter. Hence, taken as a literary device 
within this thematic context, it stands as a unifying principle, evident across the entire 
pericope, that manifests in the very type of data traditionally used by source critics to 
pull it apart. 
References to the divine in the mouth of Balaam present a complex picture 
necessitating careful consideration. Outside of the poetic oracles, Balaam refers to 
God almost exclusively as הָוהְי, with a single instance of this being expanded to the 
phrase יָהלֱֹא הָוהְי “Yahweh my God,” in his statement to Balaq’s servants in the 
following verse: 
֣ ַיַּוָ֗עְלִבּ ןַעֹ֨ יַּו ם֙רֶמאֵ֣דְבַע־לֶא ָ֔לָב יק ִ֥ל־ןֶתִּי־םִאָ֛לָב יֹ֥ לְמ ק֖תיֵב אֶ֣כּ וֶֹסָ֑הָזְו ףב ֹ֣ לַ֗כוּא א ל
ֹ֙רבֲעַל֙יִפּ־תֶא ָ֣והְי ָ֔הלֱֹא הי ֥שֲׂעַלָ֖נַּטְק תוֹ֥א ה׃ה ָֽלוֹדְג וֹ  
And Balaam answered, and he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq were 
to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I would be unable 
to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do (anything,) small or 
great.”  
(Num 22:18) 
Setting aside for the moment the complex matter of Balaam’s association with 
Yahweh, and in particular his assertion here that Yahweh is “his God,” which I will 
address momentarily, I tentatively suggest that the use of this phrase may perhaps 
serve as a kind of verbal link between Balaam and Israel, by foreshadowing the similar 
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phrase ויָהלֱֹא הָוהְי “Yahweh his [i.e., Jacob // Israel’s] God” in the second oracle (Num 
23:21). These are the only two instances of this expression in the pericope, and 
Balaam repeatedly aligns himself with Israel elsewhere. A direct statement to this 
effect concludes the first oracle (Num 23:10): 
 ִ֤מ֙הָנָמ יַ֣פֲע ֹ֔קֲעַי רב  Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
 ָ֖פְּסִמוֹּ֣ר־תֶא רֵ֑אָרְשִׂי עַבל  indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel? 
 ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die an upright death, 
 ִ֥הְתוִּ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my posterity be like it (i.e., the  
dust of Jacob // the dust-cloud of Israel). 
Note also, for example, that Balaam dispenses with divinatory practices (Num 24:1) 
just after observing that Israel does not need them (Num 23:23), and the possible 
oblique reference to himself as one who blesses Israel in Num 24:9, as suggested by 
Milgrom.139 Thus, although our present verse (Num 22:18) precedes these later 
statements and contexts by a considerable amount, it is plausible that a hint of their 
import might appear ahead of time, especially since the full forward-looking weight of 
such a glimpse would only come into focus as the later realizations are encountered. 
The only true exception to Balaam’s exclusive use in prose of the name הָוהְי 
occurs in a statement by Balaam similar to that just cited, but this time delivered to 
Balaq himself:  
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜עְלִבּ רֶמאָ֗לָבּ־לֶא םָ֨ב־הֵנּ ִֽה ק֙יִתאֶ֔לֵא ךָי ָ֕תַּע֥כָיֲה הַ֖כוּא לוֵֹ֣בַּדּ ל֑אְמ רָ֗בָדַּה הָמוּר ֶ֨שֲׁא ר
ִ֧שָׂיִ֛הלֱֹא םיִ֖פְבּ םי֥תֹא י׃ר ֵֽבַּדֲא וֹ  
And Balaam said to Balaq, “Behold, I have come to you. Now, am I 
truly able to speak anything? The word that Elohim puts in my 
mouth—it shall I speak.”  
(Num 22:38) 
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In fact, the two statements just cited (Num 22:18, 38) actually are the third and fourth 
instances of a series of seven such remarks made by Balaam in the prose narrative, all 
of which build on Balaam’s initial responses to Balaq’s overtures (Num 22:8, 13), that 
serve to punctuate the pericope at certain junctures.140 These related statements, and 
the impact of their recurrence across the pericope, is discussed below, in the context of 
my examination of repetition in the text. However, it is instructive here to touch on 
certain aspects of my analysis in those places, so I offer the following brief summary 
of the relevant points. 
To begin, it appears that Balaam’s remarks and the changes they undergo with 
each iteration reveal the learning process he experiences over the course of the 
narrative. This instance is no exception: coming as it does directly on the heels of the 
incident with the jenny (Num 22:21–35), Balaam’s statement here reiterates what he 
had previously said, but additionally demonstrates a change in the speaker’s 
consciousness with regard to the content of the statement itself. Balaam begins the 
story with a rote awareness of the cardinal divinatory rule, as articulated in his 
statement in Num 22:18: the diviner himself is only the transmitter of the divine 
message, and is not responsible for its content. A few lines later comes the first 
positive directive from Elohim, which drives home the same notion from God’s 
standpoint: 
ֹ֨ בָיַּוִ֥הלֱֹא א םי׀֮םָעְלִבּ־לֶא ֒הָלְיַל ֹ֣ יַּו ֗ל רֶמאֹ֤ רְקִל־םִא וֹ֙ךְָל אָ֣בּ ִ֔שָׁנֲאָה וּא֖ק םיֵ֣ל םוָּ֑תִּא ךְ ם
ַ֗אְוָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא ךְֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רֶ֖לֵא ר֥תֹא ךָי׃ה ֶֽשֲׂעַת וֹ  
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to 
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but 
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.”  
(Num 22:20) 
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In the ensuing episode, the jenny explains its actions in accordance with this very 
principle—it has not acted of its own volition, but as the result of an incontrovertible 
divine imperative: 
ֹ֨ תַּו֜תָאָה רֶמאָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא ןוֹ֩אוֹלֲה םִ֨כֹנָא י ֜ךְָנ ֹֽתֲאַ֣כָר־רֶשֲׁא ַ֗לָע ָתְּב֙ךְָדוֹֽעֵמ י ֣יַּה־דַעֶ֔זַּה םוֹ ה
ֵ֣כְּסַה ַֽהַ֔כְּסִה ן֥שֲׂעַל יִתְּנ֖ךְָל תוֹ ֹ֑כֹּ֖ יַּו ה׃א ֹֽ ל רֶמא  
And the jenny said to Balaam, “Am I not your jenny, upon whom you 
have ridden from your past141 until this day? Have I ever made a habit 
of doing this to you?” And he said, “No.”  
(Num 22:30) 
The episode concludes with Balaam’s indication that he has learned from the 
experience (Num 22:34), to which Yahweh’s messenger repeats the earlier directive in 
nearly identical form: 
֩רֶמֹאיַּוַ֨אְלַמ ָ֜והְי ךְָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא הֵ֚ל םךְ ָ֣ה־םִעִ֔שָׁנֲאֶ֗אְו םיָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא סֶפר ֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁאֶ֖לֵא ר ךָי
֣תֹאֵ֑בַּדְת וֵֹ֥יַּו רָ֖עְלִבּ ךְֶלם ֵ֥רָשׂ־םִע׃ק ָֽלָב י  
And Yahweh’s messenger said to Balaam, “Go with the men; but only 
the word that I say to you—it shall you speak.” And Balaam went with 
the officers of Balaq.  
(Num 22:35) 
It is soon after this that we encounter Balaam’s reiteration of his earlier 
statement of this principle, this time directly to Balaq (Num 22:38). Although I have 
already cited this verse in full, here I highlight especially Balaam’s final few words to 
Balaq in this chapter, which clearly echo both of the divine directives that have 
preceded it: 
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…ַ֗אְוָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא ךְֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רֶ֖לֵא ר֥תֹא ךָי׃ה ֶֽשֲׂעַת וֹ  
“…but just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.” 
(from Num 22:20; Elohim is speaking to Balaam) 
…ֶ֗אְוָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא סֶפֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רֶ֖לֵא ר֣תֹא ךָיֵ֑בַּדְת וֹר…  
“…but only the word that I say to you—it shall you speak.” … 
(from Num 22:35; Yahweh’s messenger is speaking to Balaam) 
…ָ֗בָדַּהֶ֨שֲׁא רִ֧שָׂי רִ֛הלֱֹא םיִ֖פְבּ םי֥תֹא י׃ר ֵֽבַּדֲא וֹ  
“… The word that Elohim puts in my mouth—it shall I speak.” 
(from Num 22:38; Balaam is speaking to Balaq) 
By using such similar wording to that of the directive just given by Yahweh’s 
messenger three verses before, Balaam indicates, in this rearticulation of the same 
principle that he stated earlier (Num 22:18), that his conception of that principle has 
grown as a result of his experience with his jenny and the divine messenger. He has 
moved beyond rote awareness, and internalized the lesson of the encounter to such a 
degree that his own understanding of his role as a transmitter of divine intent has come 
more closely into line with the divine expression of it. 
In fact, the messenger’s reiteration of the directive spoken previously by 
Elohim invites Balaam to revisit it in the light of the new perspective he has gained. 
And it is in Balaam’s response to Balaq, a few verses later, that we find the most 
salient point for our present topic. By putting ֱאלִֹהםי  in the mouth of Balaam here, the 
author intimates that Balaam is conscious of the link between the directive he has just 
received, which was spoken by Yahweh’s messenger, and the similarly worded one 
spoken previously by the figure identified in the narrative voice as none other than 
ֱאלִֹהםי . Thus, the use of this term for God in Balaam’s direct speech in Num 22:38 
further amplifies the sense that he now sees his relationship to the divine with 
improved clarity, as described above, by revealing his recognition that both divine 
directives, while ostensibly spoken by different characters, in fact are one and the 
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same. This deviation from the character’s usual employment of the name הָוהְי is to be 
interpreted, therefore, as literarily motivated and wholly in accord with the 
overarching themes of the pericope. This point finds further emphasis in Balaam’s 
return to the use of הָוהְי in the subsequent versions of the same statement that occur 
later in the pericope (Num 23:12, 26; 24:13). 
The family of terms for the divine occurring in Balaam’s poetic oracles 
provides an exceptionally tantalizing glimpse of the connections between this biblical 
material and its ancient Near Eastern context. Whereas the name הָוהְי is attested only 
three times in all of the oracles combined (Num 23:8, 21; 24:6), the vast majority of 
references to the divine are represented by ֵאל  (Num 23:8, 19, 22, 23; 24:4, 8, 16, 23). 
In addition, the third and fourth oracles introduce two additional terms, יַדַּשׁ (Num 
24:4, 16) and ְלֶעןוֹי  (Num 24:16). This paints an intriguing picture, since El, Shadday, 
and Elyon all are common referents for the divine in extrabiblical Canaanite literature, 
with the latter two occurring at times as epithets of El. Indeed, the primary god in the 
Deir vAllā inscriptions is El, with a group of deities called the šaddayīn also playing a 
significant role.142 This is particularly noteworthy, of course, because Balaam is the 
central character in these inscriptions as well; thus, just as in the biblical text, here too 
this figure is linked directly with the two specific divine designations El and Shadday. 
Here it is worthwhile briefly to note the position of Harriet Lutzky, who 
proposed that Shadday originally was an epithet for Ashera, which meant “the one of 
the breast,” etymologically deriving from the word *šad- “breast.”143 Her argument is 
noteworthy since it bears a special relevance with regard to Balaam. She suggested 
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that the goddess Š[xx] in DAPT I:15 is none other than Shadday, basing this 
conclusion in part on the fact that if the 'ĕlāhīn in that material correspond to El, who 
also is attested therein, then the šaddāyîn of the inscriptions likewise should 
correspond to Sh[adday].144 
It is difficult, however, to accept her suggestion that that the appearance of the 
epithet Shadday in Num 24:4, 16 should be seen as an indication that Balaam bears a 
special connection to Ashera.145 Indeed, she herself acknowledged that “in the Hebrew 
Bible parallel divine names are understood as referring to the same god,” and thus “El 
and Shadday in parallel in the biblical Balaam texts suggests they are the same 
deity.”146 Moreover, her hypothesis involves the claim, nowhere explicitly stated or 
defended, that the other biblical attributions of the epithet Shadday to El (as in Exod 
3:6 and elsewhere), which she associated largely with P, are somewhow qualitatively 
distinct from the same attribution in Balaam’s titulary. It is on the basis of this claim 
that she was able to construct her argument regarding the Bible’s conflicting views on 
Balaam, according to which Sefer Bilvam reflects an acceptance of his connection to 
Ashera, seen popularly at times as a consort to Yahweh, and the other biblical 
references to Balaam treat him negatively as a result of this same connection.147 I 
address her argument and its challenges in the next chapter. Meanwhile, although I 
duly acknowledge Lutzky’s suggestion that Shadday originally may have referred to a 
goddess, the parallelism of this epithet with El and Elyon in Balaam’s oracles justifies 
constraining the present discussion to the treatment of this term as synonymous with 
those it parallels. 
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In any event, one must consider whether the occurrence of these three 
Canaanite designations for deities in the biblical Balaam poems may in fact represent a 
rare sequence of references to gods other than the god of Israel. On the other hand, ֵאל  
and its epithetical synonyms יַדַּשׁ and ןוֹיְלֶע, with which ֵאל  sometimes is combined, are 
associated with the biblical patriarchs, and were termed by Freedman “basic 
designation[s] of the God of the fathers.”148 In this pericope, then, there appear to be 
two possible explanations for the situation arising in Balaam’s poetic oracles. The first 
option is that we are to see this material as a context in which Balaam invokes one or 
more members of the Canaanite pantheon by means of the terms El, Shadday, and 
Elyon, and onto this Grundtext has been overlain a Yahwistic cast that includes, but is 
not limited to, the incorporation of the name הָוהְי itself. The second is that these poems 
stand as evidence of the true syncretism of Yahweh with other deities of the Canaanite 
sphere, and the variety of divine terminology employed by Balaam is to be taken as a 
series of epithets for Yahweh, used as a poetic flourish. In other words, does Balaam 
invoke several deities, or one deity by several names? 
Though Levine is not the only scholar to have devoted attention to this 
complex issue, his exploration of the matter effectively sets forth and evaluates the 
range of possibilities. His primary method of investigation was to adduce examples 
from elsewhere in the biblical corpus in which we see the name הָוהְי appearing in 
conjunction with the names of other Canaanite deities, and to compare the situations 
encountered there with what we find in Sefer Bilvam. His first example was Deut 
33:26–29,149 which he perceived as comprised of two parts: a poem lauding El’s 
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support in Israel’s conquest of Canaan (vv. 26–28); and a brief coda revisiting some of 
the themes and expressions of the El poem, but with Yahweh here occupying the role 
held by El in the previous section.150 I cite here the Hebrew text, along with the 
translation of Levine, who took certain liberties in his rendering that affect (and/or 
reflect) his interpretation: 
 ֵ֥א ןי*ְכֵּ֖א֑רֻשְׁי לןוּ  There is none like El, oh Jeshurun! 
 ֵֹ֤כרַ֨מָשׁ ב֙םִיֶ֔רְזֶעְב ךָ  Riding through the heavens to fight for you, 
 ֖תָוֲאַגְבוּ׃םי ִֽק ָחְשׁ וֹ  and in his majesty the highest heavens. 
 ֙הָֹנעְמ֣לֱֹא ֶ֔ק יֵהםֶד  Who makes into dwellings the tents of old, 
 ַ֖תִּמוֹֹּ֣ערְז תַחָ֑לוֹע תם  and stretches the tent flaps of time immemorial. 
   ָ֧גְיַוֶ֛נָפִּמ שֶׁרֵ֖יוֹא ךָיב  He drove out the enemy before you, 
 ֹ֥ יַּו׃ד ֵֽמְשַׁה רֶמא  and commanded: “Destroy!” 
 ֹ֩ןכְּשִׁיַּוֵ֨אָרְשִׂי ֶ֤בּ לחַט  So that Israel is encamped securely; 
 ֙דָדָבֵּ֣ע ןי]־[ֹ֔קֲעַילֶא ב>־<  on his own, Jacob-El inhabits 
 ֶ֖א  ָ֣גָדּ ץֶר֑ריִתְו ןשׁוֹ  A land of grain and wine, 
 ָ֖מָשׁ־ףַאַ֥י וי׃ל ָֽט וּפְרַע  whose heavens drip with dew. 
 ֶ֨רְשַׁאֵ֜אָרְשִׂי ךָי ל>ִ֣מ֗מָכ יךָוֹ<  You are privileged Israel, 
 ַ֚עַ֣שׁוֹנ םָ֔והי ַֽבּ עה  a people granted victory by YHWH; 
   ֵ֣גָמֶ֔רְזֶע ןךָ  A shield fighting for you 
 ֶ֖ח־רֶשֲׁאַוֶ֑תָוֲאַגּ בֶרךָ  and who is your majestic sword. 
 ֤שֲׁח ָֽכִּיְוֶ֨בְיֹא וּ֙ךָיָ֔ל ךְ  Your enemies surrender to you, 
 ַאְוָ֖תֵּ֥תוֹמָבּ־לַע ה׃ךְ ֹֽרְדִת וֹמי  and you trod upon their backs!151 
Levine identified several points of overlap between the “El” portion and the 
“Yahweh” portion of this text, noting specifically the presentation of the deity as ךֶָרְזֶע 
“your help,” who possesses ָוֲאַגה  “glory;” and also the reference to the defeat of 
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א)ו(בי)ךי(  “the enemy/your enemies.”152 In view of this evidence, his explanation of 
the text runs as follows: “In effect, Deuteronomy 33:29 serves as a commentary on 
Deuteronomy 33:25–28 [sic], and identifies YHWH as the redeemer of Israel in place 
of El.”153 According to Levine, then, Deut 33:26–29 yields evidence of two distinct 
deities, El and Yahweh, in the text. From this standpoint the “Yahweh”-oriented 
conclusion would have been appended to the preexisting poem about El. 
On the other hand, Levine presented a different biblical example evincing the 
synthesis of Yahweh with El, namely, God’s statement to Moses in Exod 6:2–3: 
…ֹ֥ יַּוָ֖לֵא רֶמאִ֥נֲא וי׃ה ָֽוהְי י ָ֗רֵאָוָ֛הָרְבַא־לֶא אָ֥חְצִי־לֶא םֹ֖קֲעַי־ל ֶֽאְו קב ֵ֣אְבָּ֑דַּשׁ לִ֣מְשׁוּ י י
ָ֔והְיֹ֥ ל הַ֖דוֹנ א׃ם ֶֽהָל יִתְּע  
…And he said to him, “I am Yahweh. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, 
and to Jacob as El-Shadday, and my name, Yahweh, I did not make 
known to them.” 
As Levine pointed out, the subsequent verses detail a series of prior events in Israel’s 
historical memory in which Yahweh, it is now specified, was actively involved. The 
upshot, as Levine put it, is that according to this statement, “El and YHWH are not 
two different deities, but merely different manifestations of the same divine force, 
YHWH.”154 He provided the following elaboration of what, specifically, this message 
would have entailed: 
The patriarchs had actually worshiped the deity, El, variously known as 
El-Shadday and (El)-Elyon (cf. Deut 32:7–8). What their descendants 
were being told is that YHWH was taking over from El, and was 
henceforth to be worshiped as if he had always been their god. They 
should no longer turn to El for help, but to YHWH; and further, they 
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should now believe that all that they had attributed to El in the past was 
really the work of YHWH.155 
This, indeed, is true syncretism; and invites us to ask whether Balaam’s oracles reflect 
the same phenomenon. Are the references to El, Shadday, and Elyon in Numbers 23–
24 simply epithets or archaizing poetic terms for Yahweh? 
For his part, Levine concluded that neither Exod 6:2–3 nor Deut 33:29 is 
comparable to what we encounter in Sefer Bilvam. He preferred instead to see the El 
poem of Deut 33:26–28 as the most instructive parallel to the oracles presented here, 
calling attention to specific resonances between the two texts. In particular, he 
mentioned the reference to tents in Deut 33:27, if one accepts his emendations, which 
corresponds to the colon ֹבקֲעַי ךָיֶלָהֹא וֹּבטּ־הַמ “How good are your tents, O Jacob” in 
Num 24:5; and also the combination in Deut 33:28 of the verb שׁןכ  “dwell, reside” 
with the adverb ָבָּדד  “alone,” as in Num 23:9, where we find ֹןכְּשִׁי דָדָבְל םָע־ןֶה “Behold, 
a people that dwells alone.”156 In his view, therefore, Balaam’s poetry stands as 
“original El literature that has been adapted to include YHWH, the god of Israel, but 
not to reduce El, or Elyon and Shadday for that matter.”157 That is to say, according to 
Levine, in the poetry of our pericope we find neither a syncretized portrayal of 
Yahweh/El nor a body of El traditions that have been subsumed under the name of 
Yahweh. Rather, here we have a sequence attesting true, unqualified references to a 
multiplicity of deities, of which Yahweh, whose incorporation was secondary to the 
original composition of the material, is only a fairly minor constituent. 
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The fallacy in this view, it seems, resides in two somewhat problematic 
statements on which much of Levine’s argument is predicated. The first asserts that 
Balaam’s oracles cannot represent the same type of syncretism described in Exodus 
6:2–3, since “Exodus 6 is overt and explicit about changes and developments that have 
occurred, whereas the Balaam poems are esoteric.”158 However, it is risky to assume 
that two texts, one overt and the other esoteric, cannot exhibit the same perspective on 
a matter such as this. The explicitness of Exodus 6 may well stem directly from the 
fact that the syncretism in question in fact represents the very matter with which the 
passage itself is concerned, while the opacity of Balaam’s oracles similarly might be 
attributed to the fact that this issue, though present in the poems, is not a central 
concern that demands clear expression. Then too, one recalls the perspective of 
Auerbach, articulated in the previous chapter, according to which the laconic character 
of biblical literature generally makes a strong argument in support of seeking meaning 
in what is not said, as well as what is explicitly articulated. Sternberg argued that such 
a process is vital to a complete understanding of the material, for without coming to 
terms with what lies behind the text, we cannot arrive at a clear contextual picture of 
its surface meaning; “Hence the necessity of establishing the relevance of the absent 
material—from abstract rule through plot-stuff to judgment….”159 Thus, one should 
not assume that the absence of an overt statement of synthesis in Sefer Bilvam implies 
that no such synthesis is to be found there. Finally, one also might suppose that within 
the context—whether temporal or otherwise—that saw Balaam’s oracles reach their 
present form, the syncretism in question was “automatic” enough that a direct 
statement of it, such as that found in Exodus 6, was unnecessary. Whatever the case, in 
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regard to a logical leap such as that evident in Levine’s reasoning, the burden of proof 
lies squarely with those who insist that the qualitative difference between Balaam’s 
oracles and Exodus 6 implies a similar distinction in content and underlying attitudes. 
Levine’s second problematic claim is that the poems cannot exhibit synthesis 
between Yahweh and El, because the uses therein of the name El do not comport with 
what one normally would expect of an epithet. He wrote, “If the authors of the poems 
held that YHWH had taken over from El, then the proper noun, 'Ēl, since it now 
referred to the God of Israel, would have lost its discreteness, and would have been 
reduced to a common noun, meaning ‘deity, god.’”160 Indeed, taking this point still 
further, he pointed out the rarety of direct poetic parallelism between הָוהְי and ֵאל  in 
the Bible, and the problematic nature of such parallelism when it does occur. On the 
basis of this situation, he posited that such parallelism between Yahweh and an 
ostensibly common noun would not be appropriate under normal circumstances, and 
in fact that the instance in Balaam’s first oracle (Num 23:8) is to be explained 
precisely on the grounds that in this case the term ֵאל  has not experienced such 
reduction: “It is only the unsynthesized 'Ēl, when 'Ēl is a proper noun in the absolute 
state, that has the valence to serve as a synonymous parallel to YHWH, and this is 
what we find uniquely in the first Balaam poem.”161 To demonstrate his assertion that 
ֵאל  retains its force as a proper noun in Sefer Bilvam, he expressed the sense that a 
common noun would lack the necessary force in this context: “It would sound rather 
weak to begin a dramatic poem by saying: ‘The deity is no mortal that he would 
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renege’ [Num 23:19]…. Nor would we be inclined to render mah pāval 'ēl ‘What the 
deity intends to do’ in Numbers 23:23, but rather ‘What El intends to do.’”162 
The source of Levine’s conviction that God cannot have two proper names is 
unclear. Human characters with two names certainly are attested in the Bible: in 
addition to the patriarchs Abram/Abraham and Jacob/Israel, for example, Solomon 
also receives the second name Jedidiah (2 Sam 12:24–25). To be sure, these dual 
namings frequently are explained by way of an etiological narrative or vignette in 
which one designation is changed to the other. But at the same time, we may call on 
Jacob/Israel as a demonstrative case, in which both identifications retain currency—
particularly in poetry!—even long after the name change has occurred. Insofar as God 
is a character in the Bible, we may view the situation in Balaam’s oracles from the 
same standpoint: here we have a body of poetic material in which multiple proper 
names and epithets for God are attested. 
Even if one prefers to draw a distinction in this matter between the mortal and 
divine realms, however, the existence of multiple names for God nevertheless accords 
with other literatures of the biblical world, as noted by Whybray: “…[I]t is well 
known that in the religious literature of the ancient Near East a god or goddess might 
be called by many names….”163 He drew specific attention to a demonstrative 
example from Ugarit, namely, the alternation of the names Bavl and Hadad in the Bavl 
Cycle: 
ı
 'b . bvl . tı 'h}d / yvrm . The enemies of Bavl take to the forests, 
šnu ' . hd . gpt / g>r the haters of Hadd (to) the mountain slopes. 
(CAT 1.4:VII:35–37) 
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It is unclear why such a phenomenon should be seen as anathema in the Bible, 
especially in the face of evidence such as that provided by Sefer Bilvam.164 
Moreover, Levine’s insistence on separating the various compositional layers 
of these poems on the basis of the names used for God comes close to the very type of 
inconsistency that plagues the source-critical approach generally, as discussed above 
in Chapter 4. If a late Yahwistic cast resulted in the insertion of the name הָוהְי in three 
places in the oracles, why was it not simply dropped in as a replacement for the name 
ֵאל  across the board? And if this latter name is to be taken as part of some sort of 
inviolable core of material that could not be altered at will, then how does one explain 
the intrusions of the name הָוהְי that do occur in the poems? 
Moreover, the evidence in the prose clearly indicates the interchangeability of 
the terms הָוהְי and ֱאלִֹהםי  as distinct referents pointing to the same figure.165 In fact, the 
latter of these two terms surely is to be taken as an abstract noun meaning “God,” used 
appellatively here and elsewhere to be sure, but not quite a true proper name: note its 
occurrence in this very pericope in the definite form ָהֱאלִֹהםי  “the God” (or “the gods;” 
Num 22:10; 23:27). Thus, even if one accepts Levine’s point that a synthesis in the 
poems implies the reduction of the name ֵאל  to a common noun, there nevertheless is 
an established precedent in this very pericope for the alternation of two referents for 
God, one a proper name and one not. 
Finally, although clearly a minority view, Milgrom’s perspective on the poems 
and their place in Sefer Bilvam calls into question the entire premise that the present 
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form is a Yahwistic reworking of poetry originally associated with El: “The poetry 
was composed for the sake of the prose. Without the narrative, the poetic oracles 
would make no sense, and all their allusions to personalities, nations, and events 
would be incomprehensible.”166 Or, to put his position in chronological terms, the 
prose predates the poetry; and since the prose itself appears decidedly Yahwistic, with 
Balaam repeatedly associating himself with Yahweh, Milgrom’s point therefore 
requires that we ask: Could a Yahwistic author actually have composed these poems? 
Near the end of Chapter 3, I pointed out that the biblical Balaam material draws from 
the same body of traditions out of which the Deir vAllā inscriptions arose.167 This 
being the case, and in view of the argument made in that chapter with regard to 
dialect, one wonders whether a Yahwistic author might have employed terminology 
for the divine that was drawn directly from this body of traditions, in a further attempt 
to color Balaam’s speech—and his poetry in particular—with elements indicating his 
foreignness. Would repeated use of the term ֵאל , as well as יַדַּשׁ and ןוֹיְלֶע, have invoked 
in a Judahite audience the same sense of non-Judahite diction that the dialectal 
features adduced in Chapter 3 did? 
In the end, however, even if one prefers, especially in light of the Deir vAllā 
inscriptions, to see these poems as exhibiting some preexisting framework in which El 
is the primary deity, the fact remains that we do a disservice to the text if we insist on 
focusing only on this aspect. Even if a Yahwistic adaptation of this material had been 
necessary, it would have necessitated a reinterpretation of the sundry divine names; 
and as a consequence, whatever the underlying constitution of the text, it is at least as 
important to recognize that the literary thrust of the divine terminology in the pericope 
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as it stands points to a single deity who is identified by multiple referents. This being 
the case, it is important to ask whether we can explain in literary terms the three 
occurrences of the name הָוהְי in these poetic oracles, where ֵאל  otherwise generally is 
preferred. 
In Num 23:8 we encounter the following pair of cola, each of which ends with 
a different name for God: 
 ָ֣מֹ֔קֶּא הֹ֥ ל בֹ֖בַּק אֵ֑א הל  How can I doom when El has not doomed, 
 ָ֣מוֹּ֔עְזֶא הֹ֥ ל םַ֖עָז א׃ה ָֽוהְי ם  and how can I damn what Yahweh has not 
damned? 
The synonymous parallelism is unmistakable, with the shorter divine name in the first 
colon and the longer in the second.168 Indeed, the same can be said for the verbs in the 
two lines, with the first deriving from a geminate root while the second possesses three 
strong consonants. With the exception of this instance of these two names occurring in 
parallel, Levine argued that “there is probably not a single clear case of the direct 
parallelism 'Ēl//YHWH, or YHWH//'Ēl in all of biblical literature.”169 Indeed, as 
already mentioned above, he called on this point as support for his view that the term 
ֵאל  had lost its status as a proper name: “Such parallelism as we have in the first 
Balaam poem would not be proper once 'Ēl had been reduced to a common noun, 
because this divine name would have lost his individuality in the process.”170 
Nevertheless, this particular case of the parallelism ֵאל  // הָוהְי is clear, and remains 
undisputed. 
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The two names ֵאל  and הָוהְי occur in close proximity again in Num 23:21cd–
22, as follows: 
 ָ֤והְי֙ויָהלֱֹא ה֔מִּע וֹ  Yahweh his god is with him, 
 ַ֥עוּרְתוֶּ֖מ ת׃וֹֽבּ ךְֶל  and a king’s acclaim is in him. 
 ֵ֖אָ֣איִצוֹמ לָ֑רְצִמִּמ םםִי  El, their liberator from Egypt, 
 תְכֹּ֥פֲעוֵֹ֖אְר ת׃וֹֽל ם  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
Levine insisted that the two divine names present here cannot be interpreted as a 
parallel pair. First, Levine saw the bicolon constituting Num 23:22, which occurs 
again in Balaam’s third oracle (Num 24:8ab), as a refrain that “interrupts the flow of 
the poem,”171 and therefore as necessarily unconnected to the preceding or following 
material. Second, he found a suggested parallelism unacceptable here on the grounds 
that the two halves of this strophe, Num 23:21cd and Num 23:22, “are separate stichs, 
not hemistichs, and each exhibits its internal parallelism….”172 
To respond to Levine’s second point first, one need only recall Fokkelman’s 
concise summation of an aspect of parallelism easily detectable in a wealth of poetic 
contexts from the Bible: “…[T]he ‘A, what’s more, B’ rule is also active on the level 
of verses and strophes. The intensification that the poet so often achieves in 
consecutive cola may be achieved just as well by means of poetic lines.”173 The 
example adduced by Fokkelman is Deut 32:8–12, a stanza made up of three strophes 
that he called “the stanza of the election:”174 
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 ֵ֤חְנַהְבּ֙ןוֹיְלֶע לִ֔יוֹגּ ם  When Elyon endowed the nations, 
 ֖דיִרְפַהְבֵּ֣נְבּ וָֹ֑דָא ים  when he separated the children of the earth, 
 ֙בֵצַּי֣לֹֻבְגּ ִ֔מַּע תםי  he fixed the territories of the peoples 
 ַ֖פְּסִמְלֵ֥נְבּ ר׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי י  by the number of the children of Israel; 
 ִ֛כֵּ֥ח יָ֖וֹהְי קֶל֑מַּע הוֹ  for Yahweh’s portion is his people, 
 ֹ֖קֲעַיֶ֥ח ב׃וֹֽתָלֲחַנ לֶב  Jacob his alloted region. 
 ֵ֨אָצְמִי֙וּהֶ֣אְבּ ָ֔בְּדִמ ץֶרר  He encountered him in a wild land, 
 ֹ֖תְבוֵּ֣לְי וּהֹ֑מִשְׁי לן  and in an emptiness, a howling waste. 
 ֶ֨בְב ֹֽסְי֙וּהְנ֣בְי ֵ֔נְנוֹוּה  He surrounded him, he instructed him, 
 ֶ֖רְצִּי֥שׁיִאְכּ וּהְנ׃וֹֽניֵע ןוֹ  he guarded him like the apple of his eye. 
 ֶ֨נְכּ֙רֶשִׁ֣עָי ֔נִּק ריוֹ  As an eagle rouses its nest, 
 ָ֖לָזוֹגּ־לַעְי ויֵ֑חַרף  gliding over its fledglings, 
 ֹ֤רְפִי֙ויָפָנְכּ שֵׂ֔חָקִּי וּה  he stretches out his wings, he takes him, 
 ֵ֖אָשִּׂי׃וֹֽתָרְבֶא־לַע וּה  he lifts him on his plumage. 
 ָ֖והְיָ֣דָבּ הֶ֑חְנַי דוּנּ  Yahweh alone leads him, 
 ֵ֥אְו֖מִּע ןיֵ֥א וֹ׃ר ָֽכֵנ ל  and with him there is no foreign El. 
Each strophe begins by presenting tangible actions and images: establishing 
boundaries; locating in the wilderness; an eagle protecting its young. The bicola that 
end each strophe, however, stand out from their surrounding context by providing a 
qualitative generalization of God’s specific actions on behalf of Israel. Together they 
“form a series that brings out God’s intervention and commitment,”175 with each 
bicolon presenting a characteristic summation of the strophe that it concludes. This 
series exhibits the basic traits of parallelism not only within each bicolon, but also 
across line, verse, and strophe boundaries. Consequently, on the basis of Fokkelman’s 
example it is difficult to ascertain why there cannot exist a similar parallelism between 
bicola in Num 23:21cd–22, as Levine believed. 
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Levine’s observation that Num 23:22, which recurs in nearly identical form in 
Num 24:8ab, represent a poetic refrain is well taken. However, as demonstrated above 
in my discussion of alliteration in the pericope, this does not necessarily imply that no 
connection exists between this refrain and the context in which it appears. In addition, 
it is worthwhile to consider whether it may have been worked into the surrounding 
material by means of other poetic devices, and thus whether its dual role as both a 
refrain and an integral member of the poem in which it appears is strengthened further. 
If it can be demonstrated, a parallel relationship of precisely the type disputed by 
Levine would serve as one such indicator that Num 23:22 occupies an important place 
in its poetic environment. Indeed, in my view, even if this is an adage or poetic trope 
held over from some pre-Yahwistic subtratum, a full understanding of its role in this 
context must include a recognition of its being interwoven into manifestly Yahwistic 
poetry. In this regard, it is unclear why one should find it difficult to perceive the 
divine names as a parallel pair here; and indeed, Freedman’s tacit acceptance of this 
view serves to emphasize the point.176 
The rest of these two bicola adds further to the lines’ parallel effect. In 
particular, the second and fourth cola (Num 23:21d, 22b), which I cite again here for 
reference, are strikingly similar in outward appearance, clearing attesting a kind of 
sound echo, albeit in a somewhat less rigorous form than in the occurrences examined 
in the above section on that topic: 
 …ַ֥עוּרְתוֶּ֖מ ת׃וֹֽבּ ךְֶל  …and a king’s acclaim is in him. 
 …ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת׃וֹֽל ם  …is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
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Observe that each of these cola begins with a word to which a uniconsonantal prefixed 
particle is attached. In addition, both of these words begin with ת; both are feminine 
plural, thus ending in ת as well; and both exhibit the letter ע in a medial position. As 
for the second words of the cola, from an etymological standpoint both are 
monosyllabic, with the term in one exhibiting the usual segholate form and the one in 
the other bearing a realization that is somewhat less common.177 In fact, this very 
aspect—the more common form in the first line, and the less common in the second—
is precisely what one would expect of the parallel members of a single bicolon, 
whereas here it occurs in parallel bicola. This helps to drive home the point made 
above that parallelism can exist on multiple structural levels, and does in this section. 
A third observation about these particular cola, which also lends support to that point, 
is the similarity between the last word in each. These two words both are comprised of 
a uniliteral preposition, to which is attached the third-person masculine singular 
pronominal suffix. Thus, the second halves of these two bicola exhibit marked 
similarities in form, and thereby serve further to emphasize the parallel relationship 
between the bicola. 
Between these observations and those of Freedman, we already have provided 
ample evidence in favor of seeing the names הָוהְי and ֵאל  as a parallel pair here. But it 
is necessary to examine further the use of the name הָוהְי here, particularly because its 
position relative to the parallel name ֵאל  is the opposite of what appears in the first 
oracle. We additionally may counter Levine’s position, therefore, by briefly reiterating 
the observations made elsewhere, in the section on the structure of Balaam’s oracles, 
that highlight the role of Num 23:22 in the context of this particular poem. This 
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bicolon is the third in a strophe that occupies all of Num 23:21–22. The strophe reads 
as follows: 
 ִ֥בִּה־א ֹֽ לָ֨א טי֙ןֶוֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  One perceives no misfortune in Jacob, 
 ָ֥אָר־ֹאלְוָ֖מָע הֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבּ לל  and sees no distress in Israel: 
 ָ֤והְי֙ויָהלֱֹא ה֔מִּע וֹ  Yahweh his god is with him, 
 ַ֥עוּרְתוֶּ֖מ ת׃וֹֽבּ ךְֶל  and a king’s acclaim is in him. 
 ֵ֖אָ֣איִצוֹמ לָ֑רְצִמִּמ םםִי  El, their liberator from Egypt, 
 ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת׃וֹֽל ם  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
The first bicolon makes an assertion about the well-being and security of the people of 
Israel. This assertion is explicated in the remainder of the strophe by two bicola that 
serve as balanced counterparts: the first, which references הָוהְי, specifically describes 
an internal perspective on Israel’s security; and the second, which references ֵאל , 
presents a statement of the single most definitive outside interaction between Israel 
and a foreign power, namely, the Exodus. Hence, the strophe holds together purely on 
its own merits, and incorporates the refrain in Num 23:22 as a key component of its 
expressive force. In addition, we may explain the presence and position of the name 
הָוהְי by noting that it evidently occupies a specific place within the rhetorical structure 
of the strophe. To be sure, in theory the names could be switched in this instance with 
little lost from this standpoint; but the intrusion of the name הָוהְי would shatter the 
integrity of the refrain couplet. Thus, on the basis of the argument presented here, the 
formulation attested in the text is to be expected. 
It is noteworthy that in the third oracle, as in the second, the occurrence of the 
name הָוהְי in Num 24:6c—the final instance in Balaam’s poetry—likewise is 
associated with matters internal to the people of Israel, specifically, pastoral activities 
and images; while ֵאל  in Num 24:8a is associated with Israel’s dominance over other 
nations. The couplets in which these two cola appear read as follows: 
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 ֙םיִלָהֲאַכַּ֣טָנ ָ֔והְי עה  like aloes Yahweh has planted, 
 ִ֖זָרֲאַכּ׃םִי ָֽמ־יֵלֲע םי  like cedars along water. 
(Num 24:6cd) 
 ֵ֚א֣איִצוֹמ לַ֔רְצִמִּמ וֹםִי  El, his liberator from Egypt, 
 ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת֑ל םוֹ  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
(Num 24:8ab) 
Although the names הָוהְי and ֵאל  do not appear in direct parallelism here, as they have 
previously, we encounter again a sequence dealing first with internal and then with 
external matters, wherein הָוהְי occurs in the first and ֵאל  in the second of these 
sequences. The interposed strophe, Num 24:7, serves here to bridge the gap from the 
pastoral imagery of the preceding verse to the imagery of power and domination in the 
following verse. 
This pattern is strengthened by additional elements in the first of these strophes 
that helps knit the name הָוהְי into the poem as a whole. All of the cola in this strophe 
begin with the preposition ְכּ- , with the first and third cola continuing with masculine 
plural words that exhibit noteworthy phonetic similarities. Both are segholates; both 
have a voiceless guttural (ח or ה) as the central consonant; and both end, with the 
masculine plural ending, in the syllable -lîm. Moreover, the second word of the first 
colon, וּיָטִּנ, exhibits the consonants n–t [–y and the long vowel u. In the third colon, with 
the sole exception of an interposed ע, the final two words, הָוהְי עַטָנ, exhibit precisely 
the same consonantal pattern. What is more, given the biforms of הָוהְי attested in 
biblical personal names such as ְזַכְרָיוּה  = ְזַכְרָיה  and יָנוָֹתן  = ְיהָנוָֹתן , it is reasonable to 
perceive the full completion of the phonetic link by connecting the long vowel u in the 
first colon with its homorganic complement, the consonant ו, in the name הָוהְי in the 
third. Thus, as I have observed with regard to the previous two attestations of הָוהְי in 
Balaam’s oracles, the third likewise is to be seen not as a random or haphazard 
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secondary intrusion, but rather as an element carefully integrated into the fabric of the 
poems as a whole. 
With respect to divine names in the pericope, there remains only the matter of 
Balaq’s three references to God. Twice (Num 23:17; 24:11) he uses the name הָוהְי, 
which appears entirely appropriate given the context in both instances. Having heard 
Balaam connect himself repeatedly with Yahweh, it hardly is surprising that he would 
use this name when asking Balaam in Num 23:17 what response he has received from 
his divination. Likewise in Num 24:11, after Balaam has uttered his third oracle, Balaq 
instructs him to go home, and spits this divine name back at the prophet in a rage: 
ָ֖תַּעְו֣ךְָל־חַרְבּ הֶ֑מוֹקְמ־לֶא ַ֨מָא ךָ֙יִתְּר ֵ֣בַּכּ֔ךְָדֶבַּכֲא דֵ֛נִּהְו ֥ךֲָעָנְמ הָ֖והְי ׃דוֹֽבָכִּמ ה  
“And now, flee to your place! I said ‘I will honor you greatly,’ and 
behold, Yahweh has refused you honor.” 
Based on the tone of this statement, it does little to contradict Balaq’s belief, expressed 
by the king at the opening of the pericope and reinforced throughout the narrative, that 
Balaam himself is the source of his own power. On the contrary, one is tempted to 
take this use of the name ְיהָוה  as a derisive response to Balaam’s repeated declarations 
that he can do or say only what Yahweh instructs him, particularly since Balaq’s 
words indicate his persistent inability (or refusal) to conceive of any higher motivation 
for Balaam’s actions than the fame and riches he has offered. The sardonic undertone 
of Balaq’s outburst is that it is Balaam’s own obstinacy that has denied him the honor 
and wealth promised by the king. 
The only peculiarity here is Balaq’s use of the term םיִהלֱֹאָה in Num 23:27, 
which reads as follows: 
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ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֙אָנּ־הָכְל םָ֣קֶּא ֔ךֲָח ֖קָמ־לֶאֵ֑חַא םוַֹ֤לוּא ר֙רַשׁיִי יֵ֣ניֵעְבּ ִ֔הלֱֹאָה י םי
ֹ֥בַּקְוִ֖ל וֹת׃ם ָֽשִּׁמ י  
And Balaq said to Balaam, “Please come, I will take you to another 
place; perhaps it will be right in the eyes of hā-'Ĕlōhîm (that you) curse 
it [i.e., Israel, in the collective sense] for me from there.” 
There is nothing to differentiate this reference to divinity from either of Balaq’s uses 
of the name הָוהְי, except for the apparently inconsequential fact that here the divine 
referent occurs as a nomen rectum. Certainly there appears to be no reason not to 
interpret the term םיִהלֱֹאָה here in the same manner in which it is to be read in the 
narrative voice in Num 22:10, as completely equivalent to the appellative term םיִהלֱֹא. 
But one wonders whether there may be an intentional ambiguity built in here, whereby 
םיִהלֱֹאָה, when it occurs in the mouth of the Moabite king, is to be taken in a secondary 
way as the simple plural, especially with the definite article ה- : “the gods.” The import 
of this suggestion would be that Balaq is content with divine affirmation of his wishes 
from any quarter: just because Balaam associates himself with Yahweh does not mean 
that Balaq places any such limitation on the source of the divine dispensation he seeks. 
The text is silent on this matter, but in part it is precisely this laconic quality that 
renders the ambiguity so heavy with potential double meaning. Needless to say, no 
such effect would be achieved if the text were to read הָוהְי here rather than םיִהלֱֹאָה. 
Israel 
As we turn to the pericope’s references to the people of Israel, we encounter a 
somewhat more straightforward situation. It is most productive here to examine first 
the references made in direct speech, and then proceed to the narrative voice. To 
begin, in Num 22:4 we encounter a statement attributed to Moab itself, in which 
occurs the only instance of Israel being termed לָהָקַּה “the throng,” as follows: 
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ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜אוֹמ רֶמאֵ֣נְקִז־לֶא בָ֗יְדִמ י ןָ֞תַּע֤כֲחַלְי ה וּ֙לָהָקַּה֙ ָ ָ ַ֙ ָ ָ ַ֙ ָ ָ ִַ֣בְס־לָכּ־תֶא ֵֹ֔תביֹ֣חְלִכּ וּני֔שַּׁה ךְֵ֖א רוֹ ת
 ֶ֣יֶ֑דָשַּׂה קֶרָ֧לָבוּ ה֛פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֶ֥מ רוָֹ֖אוֹמְל ךְֶלֵ֥עָבּ ב׃או ִֽהַה ת  
And Moab said to the elders of Midian, “Now the throng will lick up 
everything around us, as the ox licks up the grass of the field.” And 
Balaq son of S 9ippor was king of Moab at that time.  
(Num 22:4) 
As indicated in the previous verse, Moab perceives Israel’s encroachment as a threat 
due to their “greatness” (אוּה־בַר יִכּ, Num 22:3). Here, then, we encounter Moab 
voicing its worst fears about where this situation may lead, and as a result it seems 
appropriate in this context to understand the term with a somewhat negative tone, as 
“the mob” or something similar. 
Balaq’s references to Israel present a similar but slightly more nuanced picture. 
Taken collectively, these references demonstrate what can only be described as a 
singular lack of concern on his part with the specific identity of the people of Israel, 
being as he is more preoccupied with effecting curses upon this threatening new 
adversary, whoever they may be. Unsurprisingly, he never refers to Israel by name, 
but instead uses the generic term ַעם  “people” twice in reference to them: 
ַ֨לְשִׁיַּוִ֜כָאְלַמ חָ֣עְלִבּ־לֶא םי֗עְבּ־ןֶבּ םְ֠פּ רוָֹרוֹתֶ֧שֲׁא הָ֛הָנַּה־לַע רֶ֥א ר֖מַּע־יֵנְבּ ץֶר֑ל־ֹארְקִל וֹ וֹ
ֹ֗מאֵלִ֠ה ר הֵנַַַַּ֣֣֣֣עםָ֤צָי ַ֨רְצִמִּמ א֙םִי ֵ֤נִּה֙הָסִּכ הֵ֣ע־תֶא ָ֔אָה ןי֥הְו ץֶרֵֹ֖שׁי אוּ֩הָתַּעְו ׃י ִֽלֻמִּמ ב 
ָ֨נּ־הָכְלִ֜לּ־הָר ָֽא א־תֶא יָ֣עָה֣ ָ ָ֣ ָ ָ֣ ָ ָםֶ֗זַּה ֥צָע־י ִֽכּ ה֙אוּה םוֶּ֔מִּמ ַ֤לוּא יִנּי֙לַכוּא ֔בּ־הֶכַּנ ֶ֖שְׁרָגֲאַו וֹ וּנּ
ָ֑אָה־ןִמִ֣כּ ץֶרַ֗דָי יֵ֤א יִתְּע֙ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא תָֹ֔רבְמ ֶ֥שֲׁאַו ךְֹ֖אָתּ ר׃ר ָֽאוּי ר  
And he sent messengers to Balaam son of Bevor at Pethor, which is on 
the river—the land of the children of his people—to summon him, 
saying, “Behold, a people has come out from Egypt; behold, it has 
covered the eye of the land, and it dwells opposite me. And now, please 
come, curse for me this people, for it is stronger than I; perhaps I will 
be able to strike it, that I might drive it from the land; for I know that 
whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.”  
(Num 22:5–6) 
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In addition, on two occasions, other characters attribute the same usage to Balaq. First, 
Balaam does so in repeating the king’s message to God; and then Balaq’s messengers 
do so in conveying his second message to Balaam: 
ֵ֤נִּה ה֙םָעָה֙ ָ ָ֙ ָ ָ֙ ָ ֵָֹ֣ציַּה ַ֔רְצִמִּמ אַ֖כְיַו םִיֵ֣ע־תֶא סָ֑אָה ןיָ֗תַּע ץֶרָ֤כְל ה֙יִלּ־הָב ָֽק ה֔תֹא ַ֥לוּא וַֹ֛כוּא י ל
ָ֥לִּהְל֖בּ םֶח׃וי ִֽתְּשַׁרֵגְו וֹ  
“‘Behold the people coming out from Egypt: it has covered the eye of 
the land! Now, come, damn it for me; perhaps I will be able to battle 
against it, and drive it out.’”  
(Num 22:11) 
ֵ֤בַּכ־י ִֽכּ֙ךְָדֶבַּכֲא דֹ֔אְמ ֹ֛כְו דַ֥מֹאתּ־רֶשֲׁא לַ֖לֵא רֶ֑שֱׂע ֶֽא י֙אָנּ־הָכְלוּ הָב ָֽק ִ֔לּ־הֵ֖א י תָ֥עָה֥ ָ ָ֥ ָ ָ֥ ָ ָם׃ה ֶֽזַּה  
“‘For I will honor you very greatly, and all that you say to me I will do. 
Go, please, curse for me this people.’”  
(Num 22:17) 
At two other points (Num 23:11; 24:10), Balaq uses the term יַבְיֹא “my enemies,” a 
group into which he clearly has lumped Israel: 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֶ֥מ םִ֖שָׂע הִ֑ל ָתיֹ֤קָל י ב֙יַבְיֹא֙ ַ ְ ֹ֙ ַ ְ ֹ֙ ַ ְ ִֹ֔תְּחַקְל ֵ֖נִּהְו ךָיַ֥רֵבּ ה׃ךְ ֵֽרָב ָתְּכ  
And Balaq said to Balaam, “What have you done to me? Behold, to 
curse my enemies I brought you, and behold, you have blessed them 
greatly.”  
(Num 23:11) 
ַ֤א־רַח ִֽיַּו֙קָלָבּ ףָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֹ֖פְּסִיַּו םָ֑פַּכּ־תֶא קֹ֨ יַּו ויָ֜לָבּ רֶמאָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא קֹ֤קָל ם ב֙יַבְי ֹֽא֙ ַ ְ ֹֽ֙ ַ ְ ֹֽ֙ ַ ְ ִֹֽ֔תאָרְק  ךָי
֙הֵנִּהְוַ֣רֵבּ ֵ֔רָב ָתְּכֶ֖ז ךְ֥לָֹשׁ ה׃םי ִֽמָעְפּ שׁ  
And Balaq’s anger flared toward Balaam, and he clapped his hands; 
and Balaq said to Balaam, “To curse my enemies I summoned you, and 
behold, you have blessed them greatly these three times.  
(Num 24:10) 
This word, though itself more specific in terms of its relationship to the speaker, in 
fact presents Balaq’s view of Israel as even less specific than before, by referring to 
them only as some nebulous portion of a much broader conceptual field. 
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Finally, the relevant pronominal data yield further evidence of Balaq’s lack of 
concern with the specific identity of Israel. His references to Israel by way of a 
discrete noun, as catalogued here, are six in number; but he refers to them fourteen 
times by means of a pronoun (including three times as quoted by Balaam), at times 
without a recently stated antecedent. In two of these references he employs the 
independent pronoun אוּה (Num 22:5, 6), and in the other twelve he uses the 
pronominal suffix –וֹ , alternatively  -וּנּ◌ֶ  or  -נוֹ  (22:6 [2x], 11 [3x, as quoted by Balaam]; 
23:13 [4x], 25 [2x], 27). In view of the combined evidence of these pronominal usages 
and the expressions detailed above, we may say that Balaq plainly views Israel as an 
indeterminate “it/him/them” whose specific identity is entirely unimportant to the 
king, except insofar as their presence on the borders of Moab has drawn his attention. 
All but one of Balaam’s references to Israel occur in his poetic oracles. Here, 
the standard word-pair ֹבקֲעַי // ֵאָרְשִׂיל  occurs eight times across the oracles: twice in the 
first (Num 23:7, 10); three times in the second (Num 23:21, 23 [2x]); once in the third 
(Num 24:5); and once in the fourth (Num 24:17).178 This pattern is broken in Num 
24:18–19, the final occurrence of these names in the oracles, as frequently happens in 
the Bible with the last of a sequence of recurring textual elements.179 Here the names 
appear in reverse order, and evidently without any parallel relationship. 
Elsewhere in the oracles, Balaam provides three epithetical designations for 
Israel. The first two such instances are built on the word ַעם  “people,” and then append 
a sequence of descriptive or identifying expressions highlighting certain qualities 
exhibited by Israel. The first such instance is in the first oracle, in Num 23:9cd: 
                                                 
 
178
 Stanley Gevirtz (1963: 52–55) argued against the hypothesis that these names bear some subtle 
distinction in meaning, and demonstrated that they are to be seen as a simple parallel pair. 
179
 On this phenomenon, see Mirsky 1977. 
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 ֙םָע־ןֶהָ֣דָבְל ֹ֔כְּשִׁי דן  Behold, a people who dwells alone, 
 ִ֖יוֹגַּבוֹּ֥ ל ם׃ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי א  and among the nations is not reckoned. 
Here, it is the uniqueness of Israel among the nations that is particularly emphasized. 
The second instance, in Num 23:24, is related loosely to the previous example, as 
articulated in the section on the oracles’ structure; but here it is the lion-like strength 
and ferocity of Israel to which Balaam gives poetic expression: 
 ֙םָע־ןֶהִ֣בָלְכּ ֔קָי איםוּ  Behold, a people who like a lion rises, 
 ִ֖רֲאַכְוָ֑שַּׂנְתִי יא  like a lion rouses itself: 
 ֹ֤ ל֙בַכְּשִׁי אֹ֣ י־דַע ֶ֔ט לַכאףֶר  It does not rest until it devours prey 
 ִ֖לָלֲח־םַדְו׃ה ֶֽתְּשִׁי םי  and drinks the blood of the slain. 
Thus, in these two places the term ַעם  is used as a way of opening the door for a 
discussion of Israel’s virtues and blessings, a goal that is pursued in each case 
according to the thematic aim of the oracle in which it appears: in the first oracle, Num 
23:9cd concisely summarizes the poem’s expression of the uniqueness and election of 
Israel; and as the second oracle’s concluding strophe, Num 23:24 is to be understood 
as a presentation of the might of Israel as a consequence of the observations made 
earlier in the poem articulating its direct connection to God. 
In Num 24:18c–19 we find another series of descriptors, this time expanding 
on the explicit name Israel: 
 ֵ֖אָרְשִׂיְוֹ֥ע ל׃לִי ָֽח הֶשׂ  And Israel does valorously, 
  ֵ֖יְוֹ֑קֲעַיּ ִֽמ ְדְּרב  and descends from Jacob, 
ִ֥בֱא ֶֽהְוִ֖רָשׂ די׃רי ִֽעֵמ די  and destroys the remnant from the city. 
The word הֶֹשׂע in Num 24:18c is not in construct form, which indicates that לִי ָֽח must 
be taken adverbially, thus ruling out options such as “doer of valor.” Consequently, it 
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is difficult in English translation to bring out the nominal quality of the phrase  הֶֹשׂע
ִי ָֽחל , which, from a strict grammatical standpoint, stands in an equational relationship 
with the name לֵאָרְשִׂי, and thus is to be taken epithetically, rather than as a full-fledged 
verbal predicate. As the final descriptive statement made by Balaam about Israel, this 
series of phrases serves as a summation of the cumulative force of his foregoing 
oracular speeches. In a sense, it returns the matter of Israel’s might, expressions of 
which have intensified with each successive utterance, back to the thematic context of 
the first oracle, in which the prosperity of Israel is presented as the natural result of its 
elect status.180 
The lone instance of Balaam’s referring to Israel outside his oracles comes in 
Num 24:14, in which he proclaims to Balaq for the final time his inability to 
countermand the directives of Yahweh: 
ָ֕תַּעְוִ֥נְנִה הֵ֖לוֹה יִ֑מַּעְל ךְ֙הָכְל יָ֣עיִא ֔ךְָצ ֶ֨שֲׁאֶ֜שֲׂעַי רָ֥עָה הֶ֛זַּה ם֖ךְָמַּעְל הִ֥רֲחַאְבּ ׃םי ִֽמָיַּה תי  
“And now behold, I go to my people. Come, I will counsel you 
(regarding) what this people will do to your people in the end of days.” 
Here Balaam tailors his diction to the sensibility of the person to whom he is speaking, 
by opting here for the same referent used by Balaq himself in both direct and quoted 
speech: הֶזַּה םָעָה “this people.” The biblical corpus attests this practice elsewhere, as 
for example in Jon 1:8–9: 
                                                 
 
180
 Note the analogous expression לִי ָֽח הָֹשׂע הָוהְי ןיִמְי in Ps 118:15, 16, which NJPS glosses as “The right 
hand of the LORD is triumphant.” 
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֣רְמֹאיַּוָ֔לֵא וָּ֣נּ־הָדיִגַּה ויָ֔ל אֶ֛שֲׁאַבּ וּנָ֥עָרָה־יִמְל רֹ֖ זַּה הָ֑ל תא֙ךְָתְּכאַלְמּ־הַמ וּנ ַ֣אֵמוּ֔בָתּ ןִי אוֹ
ָ֣מֶ֔צְרַא הֶ֥זִּמ־י ֵֽאְו ךַָ֖ע הֹ֥ יַּו ׃הָתּ ָֽא םֶ֖היֵלֲא רֶמא םִ֣רְבִע֣ ִ ְ ִ֣ ִ ְ ִ֣ ִ ְ ִיֹ֑נָא ָ֞והְי־תֶאְו יִכֵ֤הלֱֹא הַ֨מָשַּׁה י֙םִי 
ִ֣נֲאֵ֔רָי יָ֥שָׂע־רֶשֲׁא אָ֖יַּה־תֶא ה׃ה ָֽשָׁבַּיַּה־תֶאְו ם  
And they said to him, “Please tell us on whose account this evil (has 
come) to us! What is your occupation, and whence do you come? What 
is your land, and from which people are you?” And he said to them, “A 
Hebrew am I, and Yahweh the god of the heavens do I fear, who made 
the sea and the dry ground.” 
The term “Hebrew” typically is used by outsiders to refer to the people of Israel. Here, 
then, Jonah identifies himself by means of this term in order that his speech might 
resonate as clearly as possible with his audience. The same is true in our text with 
Balaam, who clearly knows the identity of the people of Israel, having referred to 
them by name numerous times in his poetry, but who utilizes terminology that is 
specific to Balaq. 
One might ask, however, whether Balaam has known the identity of Israel all 
along, or whether he has come to know it only over the course of the pericope. Indeed, 
note Elohim’s reference to Israel in Num 22:12: 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙םיִהלֱֹא רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֹ֥ ל םֵ֖לֵת אֶ֑הָמִּע ךְֹ֤ ל ם֙רֹאָת אָ֔עָה־תֶא ִ֥כּ ם֖רָב י׃אוּֽה ךְוּ  
And Elohim said to Balaam, “You shall not go with them, and you 
shall not curse the people, for it is blessed.” 
If the above principle is to be applied here, then it can mean only that at this stage, 
Balaam’s cognizance of Israel can be encapsulated in the single word םָעָה “the 
people;” or, at the very most, in the extended phrase םִיַרְצִמִּמ אֵֹציַּה םָעָה “the people 
(that is) coming out of Egypt” that Balaam attributes to Balaq in the previous verse, 
for which Elohim’s םָעָה may be a simple truncated abbreviation. To be sure, it makes 
sense that the only information about Israel available to Balaam, who at this point is 
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well removed geographically from the confrontation between Israel and Moab, is the 
content of Balaq’s message to him. 
Indeed, as the narrative voice confirms, it is only subsequent to Balaam’s own 
first-hand visual encounter with Israel that his conception of them begins to shift 
toward a sense of their unique identity. This initial encounter is described in Num 
22:41: 
ִ֣הְיַוֹ֔בַּב יַ֤קִּיַּו רֶק֙קָלָבּ חָ֔עְלִבּ־תֶא ם ֵ֖לֲעַיּ  ַֽו֣מָבּ וּהָ֑בּ תוֹ  ַ֥יַּו לַעָ֖שִּׁמ אְרֵ֥צְק םה ׃ם ָֽעָה  
In the morning, Balaq took Balaam and led him up Bamot-Baval, 
whence he saw the periphery of the people. 
Here the narrative voice indicates that Balaam’s perception is incomplete, since he 
only sees  הֵצְקָעָהם  “the edge of the people.” It remains so after his first oracular 
utterance, notwithstanding the insights expressed therein, when Balaq takes him to a 
second location in the hope of better results (Num 23:13). Although not in the 
narrative voice, Balaq’s statement describes a visual situation hardly different from 
Balaam’s first sighting of the people: 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜לֵא רֶמאָ֗לָבּ ויךל ק*ִ֜תִּא א ָ֨נ־֤קָמ־לֶא י֙רֵחַא םוֶֹ֣שֲׁא ֶ֣אְרִתּ רִמ וּנָּ֔שֶּׁ֚א םֵ֣צָק סֶפֶ֔אְרִת וּה ה
֖לֻּכְוֹ֣ ל וֶֹ֑אְרִת אִ֖ל־וֹנְבָקְו ה׃ם ָֽשִּׁמ י  
And Balaq said to him, “Please come with me to another place from 
which you can see it—only its periphery will you see, and the whole of 
it you will not see—and curse it for me from there.” 
But after his second oracle, Balaam’s perception of Israel changes considerably. As 
described Num 24:1–2, also in the narrative voice, it is from a third location that 
Balaam finally sees the whole of the people of Israel: 
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 ַ֣יַּוָ֗עְלִבּ אְרִ֣כּ ם֞ט יֵ֤ניֵעְבּ בוֹ֙הָוהְי יֵ֣רָבְל ֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ךְַ֥לָה־ֹאלְו לַ֖פְבּ־םַע ַֽפְכּ ךְַ֣רְקִל םַע תא
ִ֑שָׁחְנָ֥יַּו םיָ֖בְּדִמַּה־לֶא תֶשׁ׃וי ָֽנָפּ ר ָ֨שִּׂיַּוָ֜עְלִב אָ֗ניֵע־תֶא ם֙אְרַיַּו ויֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ֵֹ֖כשׁ לָ֑טָבְשִׁל ן וי
ִ֥הְתַּוָ֖לָע י֥ר ויוּ׃םי ִֽהלֱֹא ַח  
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and 
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set 
his face toward the wilderness. And Balaam lifted his eyes and saw 
Israel dwelling in its tribes, and the spirit of Elohim was upon him. 
(Num 24:1–2) 
As discussed above in the section on keywords,181 the verb ארה  “see” in this context 
clearly has the figurative connotation of “understand, comprehend,” as is 
demonstrated in the first verse of chapter 24: Balaam “sees” that it pleases Yahweh to 
bless Israel, and so he abandons his attempts to achieve divinatory “sight” and 
proceeds by relying instead on his own eyes—that is, on his literal ability to “see.” 
Note that in describing Balaam’s new perspective, the narrative voice twice makes 
explicit use of the name לֵאָרְשִׂי, a point that also emphasizes the incompleteness of his 
previous perception: not only did he previously perceive only the edge (הֵצְק) of the 
people, but he also saw them simply as “the people” ( ָעָהם ). Thus, the new 
developments in the narrative rendering of Balaam’s viewpoint at the beginning of 
chapter 24 mark a shift in his perception—both literally and figuratively—that persists 
throughout the remainder of the pericope. In light of this point, it is fitting that his 
final description of Israel is as לִי ָֽח הֶֹשׂע “(one who) does valorously.” 
The remainder of references to Israel in the narrative voice are somewhat less 
instructive with regard to the perspectives of the various characters in the pericope. 
Leaving aside the instance in Num 22:1, which falls outside of the pericope’s 
traditional delimitation, the only two such references occur in the opening verses of 
Sefer Bilvam (Num 22:2–3), which read as follows: 
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 See above, pp. 307–313, especially pp. 309–310. 
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  ַ֥יַּוָ֖לָבּ אְר֑פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֵ֛א רוָֹ֥שָׂע־רֶשֲׁא־לָכּ תֵ֖אָרְשִׂי הָ֨יַּו ׃י ִֽרֹמֱא ָֽל לָגָ֜אוֹמ רֵ֥נְפִּמ בָ֛עָה יֹ֖אְמ ם ד
ִ֣כּ֑ה־בַר י ָ֣יַּו אוָּ֔אוֹמ ץָקֵ֖נְפִּמ בֵ֥נְבּ י׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי י  
And Balaq son of S 9ippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorite(s). 
And Moab feared the people much, for it was great; and Moab dreaded 
the children of Israel. 
Possibly, the three different designations for Israel attested in this passage ( ֵנְבֵּאָרְשִׂי יל , 
לֵאָרְשִׂי, םָעָה) may reflect certain obscure subtleties or nuances of perspective. Without 
the benefit of such insights, however, it appears most appropriate to view them simply 
as freely varying neutral appellatives, which would suggest that at this point in the text 
we are still in the “narrative frame” of the material to come, and have not yet been 
brought into the field of narration in which the perspectives of the various characters 
will be revealed and engaged. This begins in short order with the very next verse 
(Num 22:4); but in these opening lines it appears that the terms used for Israel are best 
viewed as variants with no clear distinction in sense or connotation. 
Balaq’s Messengers 
The same indifference shown by Balaq toward the identity of the people of 
Israel is reflected in God’s references to the emissaries the Moabite king sends to 
Balaam. In Num 22:9 Elohim asks Balaam, ךְ ָֽמִּע הֶלֵּאָה םיִשָׁנֲאָה יִמ “Who are these men 
with you?” Similarly in Num 22:20, in Elohim’s second directive to Balaam, the 
demonstrative pronoun is absent and the phrase is shortened to םיִשָׁנֲאָה “the men,” as 
follows: 
ֹ֨ בָיַּוִ֥הלֱֹא א םי׀־לֶא ֮םָעְלִבּ֒הָלְיַל ֹ֣ יַּו ֗ל רֶמאֹ֤ רְקִל־םִא וֹ֙ךְָל אָ֣בּ ִ֔שָׁנֲאָה וּא֖ק םיֵ֣ל םוָּ֑תִּא ךְ ם
ַ֗אְוָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא ךְֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רֶ֖לֵא ר֥תֹא ךָי׃ה ֶֽשֲׂעַת וֹ  
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to 
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but 
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.” 
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Indeed, this latter term persists in the repetition of this command by Yahweh’s 
messenger in Num 22:35: 
֩רֶמֹאיַּוַ֨אְלַמ ָ֜והְי ךְָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא הֵ֚ל םָ֣ה־םִע ךְָנֲאִ֔שֶׁ֗אְו םיָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא סֶפֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רֶ֖לֵא ר ךָי
֣תֹאֵ֑בַּדְת וֵֹ֥יַּו רָ֖עְלִבּ ךְֶלֵ֥רָשׂ־םִע ם׃ק ָֽלָב י  
And Yahweh’s messenger said to Balaam, “Go with the men; but only 
the word that I say to you—it shall you speak.” And Balaam went with 
the officers of Balaq. 
Note that the messenger speaks in the first person here, with the implication that he is 
quoting God’s direct speech verbatim. For this reason, we may view this as a third 
instance of the same phenomenon evident in direct speech explicitly attributed to God, 
whereby Balaq’s emissaries are reduced simply to “men.” 
Other than these instances and one other, this group of emissaries, called 
םיִכָאְלַמ “messengers” in Num 22:5, is referenced only in the narrative voice. The only 
other occurrence in direct speech is in Num 24:12, where Balaam is speaking to Balaq, 
and simply identifies them as יַלֵא ָתְּחַלָשׁ־רֶשֲׁא ךָיֶכָאְלַמ “your messengers, whom you 
sent to me.” Thus we must turn to the narrative voice for information about who these 
men are. It is in the early going that we encounter the most instructive details, in Num 
22:4–7. 
The references to Midianites in these verses have elicited a range of 
explanations. Some see this as a hallmark of editorial work expressing attitudes that 
would have sprung from later conflicts between Israel and Midian, and aimed here and 
elsewhere at retrojecting a hostile character onto the Midianites of this period.182 
Others view this as an indication that Midianites were living among the Moabites 
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during the period in which the story is set, particularly on the basis of Gen 36:35,183 or 
at least that some Midianites might have answered to the Moabite king.184 There even 
exists a tradition that Balaq himself was a Midianite, and ruled a joint Moabite–
Midianite kingdom.185 
I would like to propose a new alternative. In his article on the economies of the 
Levantine states of the Iron Age, John S. Holladay assessed the contribution to the 
national coffers that would have derived from these states’ felicitous location between 
the entrepreneurs and craftsmen of the Mediterranean coast, to the west, and the 
wealth and raw materials originating in the lands to the east. Entities such as Israel, 
Judah, and Aram-Damascus would have been in an ideal location to facilitate 
exchange across their own lands, for a price: 
[These entities’ location] allows them to offer a “pipeline” to South 
Arabian possessors of wealth that is of little earthly good to themselves, 
thereby allowing them safely and easily to carry their surplus high-
priced goods and deliver them to commercially minded third parties 
(the Philistines and Phoenicians), who, for their own part, have things 
to offer the “easterners” that they, in turn, can make use of back home 
and in their own sphere of long-distance trading influence….186 
This pipeline naturally would have required investment on the part of the states 
involved, to provide protection and safe passage to the caravaneers as they transported 
their goods, in return for which they would have received considerable compensation: 
Doing everything necessary to ensure the safety of the South Arabian 
camel caravans…and allowing the caravans to pass through the 
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land…would have provided sufficient income—probably 20–25 
percent of the value of the total cargo, each way—for the country to 
feed itself and care for its own territorial integrity without much 
taxation of its own citizens….187 
The protection provided by the state, together with the right to pass freely through the 
land, would have served as the incentive for such traders to pay the concomitant 
tariffs, in order to guarantee that they would be able to conduct their business safely in 
the most profitable areas. 
To be sure, the periods, peoples, and polities with which Holladay was 
concerned occupy a slightly later time period than the setting, at least, of Sefer Bilvam. 
However, the general notion nevertheless fits in our context. The Moabite monarchy 
might reasonably be understood here as an entity controlling land through which the 
Midianites, whose involvement in long-distance trade is known from both biblical and 
extrabiblical materials188—and who happen, like Holladay’s traders, to come from the 
area well south of the Transjordan along the Gulf of Aqaba—would have desired to 
pass. From this perspective, it would be no surprise for a country such as Moab, which 
is responsible for ensuring the safety of the caravans crossing its territory, to bring a 
perceived substantial threat to that safety to the attention of the caravaneers. Thus, 
returning to the text, if we consider the reaction of Moab to the Israelites, who are 
moving through the surrounding territory in large numbers, it becomes apparent that 
from the Moabite standpoint, the primary threat posed by the people of Israel is not 
military, but economic: they are concerned about competition for scarce resources, 
control of trade routes, and the like. 
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This perspective invites a reevaluation of Num 22:4, in which Moab expresses 
its worries by way of a metaphor: 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜אוֹמ רֶמאֵ֣נְקִז־לֶא בָ֗יְדִמ יָ֞תַּע ן֤כֲחַלְי ה וּ֙לָהָקַּהִ֣בְס־לָכּ־תֶא ֵֹ֔תביֹ֣חְלִכּ וּני֔שַּׁה ךְֵ֖א רוֹ ת
 ֶ֣יֶ֑דָשַּׂה קֶרָ֧לָבוּ ה֛פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֶ֥מ רוָֹ֖אוֹמְל ךְֶלֵ֥עָבּ ב׃או ִֽהַה ת  
And Moab said to the elders of Midian, “Now the throng will lick up 
everything around us, as the ox licks up the grass of the field.” And 
Balaq son of S 9ippor was king of Moab at that time. 
Careful consideration reveals that this very metaphor fits into the hypothesis presented 
here, since in point of fact it is concerned not with destruction, but with consumption: 
this is not an image of a wild beast ravaging the countryside or something similar, but 
rather a depiction of domesticated livestock consuming the available resources.189 
Given this point, it hardly is surprising that Moab addresses itself to the 
Midianites, who, if we accept their identification as a population directly associated 
with the ingress of trade-based wealth into the heartland of Moab, would be the first 
approached by the Moabites if an outside group were threatening to disrupt whatever 
preexisting economic arrangements might exist. For the same reason, it comes as no 
surprise that Balaq’s embassy to Balaam is constituted of ןָיְדִמ יֵנְקִזְו בָאוֹמ יֵנְקִז “elders of 
Moab and elders of Midian,” as indicated in Num 22:7. Indeed, Balaq’s explicit 
statement of his own motives in Num 22:6 fits in with this picture: 
֩הָתַּעְוָ֨נּ־הָכְל ִ֜לּ־הָר ָֽא א יָ֣עָה־תֶאםֶ֗זַּה ֥צָע־י ִֽכּ הוּ֙אוּה םֶ֔מִּמ ַ֤לוּא יִנּ֙לַכוּא י֔בּ־הֶכַּנ  וֹ
ֶ֖שְׁרָגֲאַוָ֑אָה־ןִמ וּנִּ֣כּ ץֶרַ֗דָי יֵ֤א יִתְּע֙ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא תָֹ֔רבְמ ֶ֥שֲׁאַו ךְֹ֖אָתּ ר׃ר ָֽאוּי ר  
“And now, please come, curse for me this people, for it is stronger than 
I; perhaps I will be able to strike it, that I might drive it from the land; 
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for I know that whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be 
cursed.” 
The Moabite king does not express a desire to wipe out Israel utterly, nor to capture its 
people as slaves and take its possessions as booty. Rather, he hopes,  וֹבּ־הֶכַּנ לַכוּא יַלוּא
ץֶרָאָה־ןִמ וּנֶּשְׁרָגֲאַו “perhaps I will be able to strike it, that I might drive it from the land.” 
To be sure, we can make no mistake that he conceives of Israel as among יַבְיֹא “my 
enemies,” as indicated in Num 23:11 and 24:10; but we may interpret the evidence 
presented here as an indication that his is an enmity born out of genuine economic 
concern. Indeed, this also sits comfortably with Balaq’s references to the people of 
Israel: the specific identity of this group is unimportant to him, with only its potential 
economic impact registering as a meaningful piece of information for him. 
From this point in the narrative until Balaam arrives in Moab in Num 22:36, 
the references to Balaq’s messengers in the narrative voice reveals an intriguing 
structural pattern. Setting aside the expression ָשֵׂאֵמ םיִדָבְּכִנְו םיִבַּר םיִרהֶלּ  “officers 
greater and more important than these” in Num 22:15, which is an intensifying phrase 
differentiating the first group of messengers from the second, we encounter the 
following series of designations for the Moabite emissaries: 
Table 7: Designations for the Moabite Emissaries, Num 22:8–35 
Num 22:8 בָאוֹמ־יֵרָשׂ “officers of Moab” 
Num 22:13 קָלָב יֵרָשׂ “officers of Balaq” 
Num 22:14 בָאוֹמ יֵרָשׂ “officers of Moab” 
Num 22:18 קָלָב יֵדְבַע “servants of Balaq” 
Num 22:21 מ יֵרָשָׂאוֹב  “officers of Moab” 
Num 22:35 ָלָב יֵרָשׂק  “officers of Balaq” 
This abab'ab pattern performs two functions: on the one hand it suggests that the 
second group, termed קָלָב יֵדְבַע, is constituted not just of dignitaries but of Balaq’s 
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personal entourage; and on the other hand, it renders the names בָאוֹמ and ָבָּלק  
interchangeable here. 
Once Balaam reaches Moab, however, the terms used for the messengers, or 
for some group surely to be taken as synonymous with them, change dramatically. 
First, in Num 22:40, we read as follows: 
ַשְׁיַו ןא ֹ֑ צָו ר ָ֣ק ָבּ ק ָ֖לָבּ ח ַ֥בְּזִיַּוָ֔עְלִבְל ח ַ֣לִּ֖רָשַּׂלְו םֶ֥שֲׁא םי׃וֹֽתִּא ר  
And Balaq sacrificed cattle and sheep, and distributed them to Balaam 
and to the officers that were with him. 
The ambiguous word תִּאוֹ  “with him” leaves open the question of which figure is here 
associated with this group. Balaq had sent these very emissaries to fetch Balaam, and 
indeed they were called his servants in Num 22:18; and yet they clearly are “with” 
Balaam, both because they had just made the journey to Moab with him and because 
they stand together with him here as fellow recipients of Balaq’s sacrificial meal. This 
marks the first sign that a certain distance has developed between Balaq and the 
Moabite emissaries: no longer are the names בָאוֹמ and ָבָּלק  so clearly interchangeable. 
This sense of distance continues to increase, as we encounter in Num 23:6 the 
following statement: 
֣ ָיַּוָ֔לֵא בָשֵׁ֥נִּהְו ויָ֖צִּנ ה֑תָֹלע־לַע ב֖ה וֵֹ֥רָשׂ־לָכְו אוּ׃ב ָֽאוֹמ י  
And he returned to him, and behold, he was standing beside his 
sacrifice, he and all the officers of Moab. 
The carefully worded phrase ֵרָשׂ־לָכְו אוּהָאוֹמ יב  “he and all the officers of Moab” serves 
verbally to juxtapose Balaq with the officers, which, one notes, are in full attendance 
here: this is not the group that retrieved Balaam, but rather the entire courtly presence 
of Moab. In addition, this group could have been called ָכֵּרָשׂ־ל יָבָלק  “all the officers of 
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Balaq,” יָרָשׂ־לָכּו  “all his officers,” or even ָכֵּרָשׂ־לי ָאוֹמב תִּאוֹ  “all the officers of Moab 
with him;” but instead, the marked absence of elements connecting the group to Balaq 
deepens the impression that the interests of Moab and the interests of Balaq no longer 
overlap so neatly. 
Finally in Num 23:17, the last mention in the narrative voice of Moabite 
officers, we encounter a third permutation of the designation in question: 
ֹ֣ בָיַּוָ֗לֵא א֤נִּהְו וי֙בָצִּנ וֹֹ֣ע־לַע ֔תָלֵ֥רָשְׂו וָֹ֖אוֹמ י֑תִּא בֹ֤ יַּו וֹ֙וֹל רֶמאָ֔לָבּ ֶ֖בִּדּ־הַמ ק׃ה ָֽוהְי ר  
And he came to him, and behold, he was standing beside his sacrifice, 
and the officers of Moab with him; and Balaq said to him, “What did 
Yahweh speak?” 
Here the phrase is וֹתִּא בָאוֹמ יֵרָשְׂו “and the officers of Moab with him.” Although 
seemingly less suggestive of distance than the wording of Num 23:6, one recognizes 
on the other hand that this is no longer “all the officers of Moab,” but rather only some 
of them, who evidently have cast their lot with Balaq on this matter. Presumably, then, 
some portion of the group of Moabite dignitaries previously in attendance has left, 
leaving, perhaps, not “the officers of Moab with him” but merely “(some) officers of 
Moab with him.” Notwithstanding these remaining courtly figures who are loyal to 
Balaq, it is clear now that the matter of cursing Israel no longer occupies the attention 
of Moab as a whole: it has become Balaq’s personal obsession, which he now pursues 
for his own interests, and no longer for the sake of Moab itself. As noted, this point 
finds further emphasis in the total absence of the emissaries, by any designation, for 
the remainder of the story, except for Balaam’s statement in Num 24:12; and even 
here, he identifies them explicitly as Balaq’s representatives (ךָיֶכָאְלַמ “your 
messengers”), perhaps suggesting that it is the king’s personal motives that have 
driven his desire to curse Israel all along. 
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Balaam’s Jenny and Yahweh’s Messenger 
As a final note regarding naming in Sefer Bilvam, I draw attention to the 
absolute consistency with which two particular figures are designated, namely, 
Balaam’s jenny and Yahweh’s messenger. The former is referenced universally as a 
definite noun, at times with pronominal suffix: וֹנֹתֲא “his jenny” only in the opening 
verses of this episode (Num 22:21, 22); ןוֹתָאָה “the jenny” elsewhere (Num 22:23 [3x], 
25, 27 [2x], 28, 29, 30, 33); and, once in her own speech and once in the mouth of 
Yahweh’s messenger, ךְָנֹתֲא “your jenny” (Num 22:30, 32). Even more consistent are 
the references to the latter, who is called invariably הָוהְי ךְַאְלַמ (Num 22:22, 23, 24, 25, 
26, 27, 31, 32, 34, 35), with only one of these instances attesting a maqqef, thus 
הָוהְי־ךְַאְלַמ (Num 22:26), at the opening of the third and final instance of the repeating 
pattern in which the messenger blocks Balaam’s progress. 
This consistency stands in marked contrast to the alternating designations 
referring to Balaq’s messengers. Whereas they transmit to Balaam the flawed belief 
held by the Moabite king that a diviner, a reader and transmitter of divine will, can 
invoke tangible effects in the world by means of blessings and curses, the jenny and 
Yahweh’s messenger understand that they lack the power to exert their own will on 
the divine messages they are charged to transmit. Thus, the inconsistency in Balaq’s 
understanding of the function of a messenger, or a diviner in this case, is reflected in 
the inconsistency with which his own messengers are identified; while the uniformity 
of references to the jenny and Yahweh’s messenger intimates that they are perfectly in 
sync with their own roles as transparent conduits for divine communication. We will 
engage this theme further in the next chapter. 
 382 
Gapping, Ambiguity, and Misdirection 
An integral component of the Bible’s terse literary style, to which I called 
attention above in Chapter 4,190 is the author’s selectivity in deciding what information 
to convey explicitly. To be sure, much of the information omitted from any literary 
discourse is inconsequential and would detract from the focus of the narrative. Bar-
Efrat described these omissions as follows: 
…[E]ven in these empty sections of time life goes on, but nothing is 
reported about it, since the daily routine is of no interest or significance 
as far as the author is concerned. Instead of weaving a continuous and 
extensive fabric of life in its entirety, the author prefers to select the 
most important points and omit whatever is trivial or commonplace. 
…[T]he approach which concentrates only on the focal points of the 
protagonists’ lives creates considerable interest and tension, giving the 
narratives a dimension of intensity, drama and monumentalism.191 
In truth, these remarks might describe any body of literature, but they are particularly 
pertinent with regard to the Bible, where reticence is a fundamental part of its 
narrative style: “…[T]he sparsely sketched foreground of biblical literature somehow 
implies a large background dense with possibilities of interpretation….”192 Indeed, it is 
this range of possibilities that occupies our attention in this section; for it falls to the 
mind of the audience to participate in the text by actively filling gaps, or by willingly 
overlooking them because they are insignificant, both activities occurring as dictated 
by our need to make sense of the narrative progression. This is an integral part of the 
process by which we comprehend any piece of literature.193 
                                                 
 
190
 See above, pp. 246–247. 
191
 Bar-Efrat 2004: 152–153. 
192
 Alter 1981: 114. 
193
 Sternberg devoted considerable attention to this matter in his chapter entitled “Gaps, Ambiguity, and 
the Reading Process” (Sternberg 1987: 186–229). 
 383 
As Sternberg noted, however, “[t]o emphasize the active role played by the 
reader in constructing the world of a literary work is by no means to imply that gap-
filling is an arbitrary process.”194 Rather, the task can be undertaken only according to 
the strictures imposed on it by the narrative itself. Sternberg emphasized the 
remarkable control exerted by literature in this regard, not only over the process of 
differentiating inconsequential from pertinent gaps, but also over the range of 
possibilities by which the latter may be filled. Any attempt to fill a significant 
narrative gap must find legitimation in the narrative itself, by providing insight that 
accords with the precedents established by the narrative through language, poetics, 
genre, worldview, previously introduced content, and the basic assumptions about the 
workings of the narrative world.195 
On the other hand, while the narrative provides the ground rules for the process 
of gap-filling, it stops there, leaving the mental act itself to the audience. Just as this 
process is not arbitrary, it likewise is anything but optional: “…[M]aking these value-
laden inferences is not just a license that the reader may take or leave at will. Given 
the pressures of coherence, it is a responsibility he must assume.”196 Thus it 
necessarily falls to us to differentiate between those gaps that are inconsequential, 
whose filling contributes no meaningful data to our understanding of the content, and 
those upon which the interpretation of the narrative hinges. By the same token, from 
the authorial standpoint, the artful omission of key pieces of information “must not be 
equated with confusion, sloppiness, or vagueness.”197 On the contrary, herein lies the 
remarkably supple artistry of this literary device: at each such juncture we are faced 
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with multiple directions that the story can take, depending on how we determine the 
gap is to be filled. As Sternberg put it, the audience “endeavors at each stage to pattern 
the materials already presented as logically and completely as possible, even to 
anticipate what the future holds, constantly attempting to infer from the given to the 
hidden.”198 The narrative itself, moreover, can turn our decision on its head at any 
moment, making it necessary for us to revisit the material already covered and 
reassess our working interpretation of it. 
The effectiveness of gapping as a literary device derives from its intimate link 
with the chronological unfolding of narrative. Sternberg remarked that in the biblical 
context, the gapping phenomenon “exploits the fact that literature is a time-art, in 
which the textual continuum is apprehended in a temporal continuum and things 
unfold sequentially rather than simultaneously.”199 Considered from this perspective, 
gapping exhibits three distinct operative modes. First, there are gaps opened in the 
narrative that create interpretive ambiguity, which subsequently are filled explicitly in 
the text by some clarifying piece of information that resolves the ambiguity and thus 
closes the gap. Second, some gaps are introduced only at the very moment of their 
closure, forcing the audience to reconsider previously disclosed material in a new 
light. Third are those gaps that are never filled, whose enigmatic persistence in a given 
passage necessitates the acceptance of multiple interpretive possibilities. 
Further elucidation of these categories is best served by way of examples. The 
first type is demonstrated amply in the course of Sternberg’s remarkable examination 
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of the David and Bathsheba story (2 Sam 11).200 The story opens, we recall, with 
David sending his armies to siege Rabbah, while he himself remains in Jerusalem. At 
night he witnesses Bathsheba bathing, and after learning that she is the wife of one of 
his champions, he summons her to his bed, where she becomes pregnant. When David 
hears this, he sends for Uriah and summons him back from the front to Jerusalem. It is 
in the account of this act (2 Sam 11:6) that the gap is opened, since in good biblical 
style the narrative content is confined to externally visible events, with no mention of 
the king’s motive for issuing the summons. At this point, multiple possibilities exist, 
some reflecting positively and others negatively on David: “Does the king wish to 
confess to Uriah? To ask for his forgiveness? To bully or perhaps to bribe him?”201 A 
positive view, it would seem, is reinforced by the next two verses, the first of which 
offers a relatively verbose expression of the king’s ostensible interest in obtaining 
Uriah’s firsthand account of the war, conveyed in a tone that even comes across as 
friendly. The following verse adds to this sense, with David tacitly putting off the 
business for which he has called his hero and inviting him to go home and refresh 
himself after his journey, even sending a kingly gift with him. 
In the next two verses (2 Sam 11:10–11), however, David’s true motives are 
clarified, as it becomes plain that Uriah’s refusal to go home is particularly troubling 
to David. How can the king’s paternity be disguised if it is common knowledge that 
Uriah has not slept with his wife? Having been strung along to this point by the 
apparent intimation of one possible way in which the ambiguity regarding David’s 
motives might be resolved, we now find that the gap is to be filled in an entirely 
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different fashion. As Sternberg put it, “[David’s] true intentions once clarified…, the 
positive hypotheses…boomerang; and this shift from meritorious to villainous [helps] 
to sustain the chapter’s overall thrust.”202 The startling discovery of the king’s true 
intentions is reinforced further by the subsequent events (2 Sam 11:12–13), in which 
he plies Uriah with wine in an even more desperate attempt to bring about his scheme. 
Of particular note in this case, however, is that the new perspective on David 
finds support not only in our large-scale uptake of the content itself, but also in our 
careful apprehension of the minutiae of the text. 2 Sam 11:9 begins with the words 
הָיִּרוּא בַכְּשִׁיַּו “And Uriah lay…,” which, taken by themselves, hint at the possible 
fulfillment of David’s scheme, especially given the euphemistic association of the root 
שׁבכ  with sex. Sternberg put it thus: 
Uriah does not object to the king’s suggestion: “Uriah went out of the 
king’s house, and there went out after him a gift from the king. And 
Uriah lay…”—with Bathsheba? For a moment it looks as though the 
king’s plan is going to work, but the text immediately veers around: 
“—at the door of the king’s house with all the servants of his lord, and 
did not go down to his house.”203 
By way of this momentary but artful misdirection, in the space of a single word the 
presentation of David’s nefarious intentions is rendered still more unequivocal: the 
phrase הָיִּרוּא בַכְּשִׁיַּו is followed not with ֶא־תַבּ־תֶשַׁבע  “with Bathsheba,” as one might 
expect, but rather with ויָֹנדֲא יֵדְבַע־לָכּ תֵא ךְֶלֶמַּה תיֵבּ חַתֶפּ “at the entrance to the palace, 
with all his lord’s servants.” 
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Significantly, the narrative voice remains silent on the matter of judgment. Just 
as the scenario begins without any overt statement of the king’s motive for calling 
Uriah home from the battlefield, so it persists throughout in leaving the evaluative 
process to the audience. “All the responsibility for condemning the king rests with the 
reader alone;”204 and, moreover, we do not have the option of remaining neutral. If we 
were to insist on withholding judgment, the events recounted would “appear rather 
strange, if not comic.”205 The individual moments recounted—their casual chat when 
Uriah arrives (which appeared warm at first but which retrospectively evinces only 
forced politeness), his inexplicable refusal to go home, the growing tension evident in 
the two figures’ subsequent exchange, and the escalation of David’s behavior—all 
these data would register only as disparate facts, without any direction or deeper 
implication. The narrative leaves us just one possible outlook on David’s motives, if 
we are to make any sense at all of the story. 
The second type of gapping, whereby one only becomes aware of a gap in 
one’s knowledge at the precise moment that it is closed, is particularly effective in 
generating surprise. A demonstrative example occurs in Judg 8:18–19, in which 
Gideon confronts the captured kings of Midian:206 
ֹ֗ יַּוֶ֨ז־לֶא רֶמא֙חַבָ֔נֻּמְלַצ־לֶאְו ֙הֹפיֵא ע ִ֔שָׁנֲאָהֶ֥שֲׁא םיֶ֖תְּגַרֲה ר֑בָתְבּ ם֙וּרְמֹאיּ ַֽו רוֹ ֣מָכּ ךָוֹ
ֶ֔הוֹמְכָ֕חֶא םֹ֖תְכּ דֵ֥נְבּ רַא׃ךְֶל ֶֽמַּה י ַ֕מֹאיַּוַ֥חַא רִ֖מִּא־י ֵֽנְבּ יֵ֑ה יָ֗והְי־יַח ם֚ל הוּ ֶ֣תִיֲחַהָ֔תוֹא ם ם
ֹ֥ לַ֖רָה א יִתְּג׃ם ֶֽכְתֶא  
And [Gideon] said to Zebah[ and S 9almunna, “Where are the men whom 
you killed at Tabor?” And they said, “As you are, just so were they: 
with the appearance of a king’s sons.” And he said, “My brothers they 
were, the sons of my mother! By the life of Yahweh, if you had spared 
them I would not kill you.” 
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Sternberg observed that the impetus for Gideon’s entire campaign across the Jordan, 
of which this confrontation is the dénouement, is presented as an essentially 
nationalistic quest. He already has defeated the Midianites, and appears to pursue the 
remnant of their army in an effort to bring about total victory for Israel, a goal that 
presumably also would quiet the jibes he receives from the people of Succoth and 
Penuel, who refuse him bread without first seeing the completion of his mission (Judg 
8:6, 8). Indeed, at the close of the battle his vitriolic response to these cities includes 
displaying the two kings whom he has captured (Judg 8:15), thus deepening the sense 
that he is driven specifically by the national cause. 
As a result of this misdirection, we are taken by surprise by the statement 
Gideon makes in Judg 8:18, which introduces a personal cause for his actions—
vengeance for familial blood—that previously has gone without the barest mention. 
As in 2 Samuel 11, here too a recognition of this gap-filling piece of information is a 
necessity for understanding the story. Without it, both the question he asks the two 
kings and their response would appear utterly nonsensical; but in the light of this new 
information, it becomes clear that his question is emotive, not information-seeking, 
and the kings “show their perfect understanding of its rhetorical drift in making no 
attempt to meet it.”207 Most striking of all is the effect that the literary device has on 
our understanding of the foregoing material: 
The switch from a national to a private motivation not only reopens and 
closes anew a gap that has long appeared settled. It also impels us to 
review the intervening developments. The disproportionate violence 
with which Gideon has just treated the uncooperative citizenry of 
Succoth and Penuel—the lashing with briers, the pulling down of the 
tower, the mass execution [Judg 8:16–17]—suddenly makes 
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psychological as well as political sense. Whereas the relative mildness 
of Gideon’s dealings with the real enemy, again caught off-guard, now 
shows itself as less accidental and less justifiable than it did before. His 
mind has been fixed on capturing the two kings whom he holds 
responsible for his bereavement…, so much so that he did not exert 
himself to wreak havoc on their army beyond “throwing it into a panic 
[דיִרֱחֶה הֶנֲחַמּ ַֽה־לָכְו, Judg 8:12].”208 
In this way, the retrospective quality of this form of gap-filling is made clear. At 
precisely the moment that we become aware of the gap’s existence, it is closed in a 
manner that requires a thorough reevaluation, from a radically new angle, of the entire 
sequence of events leading up to this point. 
The third type of gapping involves ambiguities that never attain clear 
resolution in the narrative. A simple example is to be found in Henry James’s The 
Turn of the Screw, in which the governess of two young children at an English estate 
begins to encounter figures moving about the grounds, whom the other members of 
the household are unable to see or challenge: 
…[T]he three hundred or so interpretations generated by this one 
narrative can be divided into two main camps. … These two camps are 
divided over the status to be assigned to the ghosts of the servants 
reported by the governess. Are the apparitions real, which would make 
this a “ghost story,” or does the governess only hallucinate them and 
her report makes a psychological story?209 
While this example illustrates the nature of the unresolved ambiguity, however, it does 
little to inform us as to the literary employment of this lack of resolution as an 
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enriching narrative feature. For this we return to the confrontation between David and 
Uriah in 2 Samuel 11. 
In addition to the gap discussed above about David’s intentions, another worth 
consideration in this episode is the question of whether or not Uriah is aware that his 
wife is pregnant with the king’s baby.210 The text itself never answers this question; 
nor should we necessarily expect it to, since its primary concern lies in castigating the 
king’s actions, and our ability to follow this thread through the narrative is not affected 
significantly by the matter of Uriah’s knowledge or ignorance. On the other hand, 
neither does the narrative simply present the matter as unresolvable, with no solution 
except “the permanent ambiguity of stalemate.”211 Rather, the narrative “[a]void[s] 
such premature closure, [and] achieves its finest effects by drawing out the interplay 
of meaning through constant variations, from shift to reversal, in the balance of 
power.”212 Such a narrative practice demands much of its audience, who is left to its 
own devices in wrestling with the range of competing possibilities. 
In precisely this fashion, the extent of Uriah’s understanding is in doubt from 
the outset. On the one hand, David’s actions are explicitly called “secret” ( ָ֑סַּברֶת , 2 
Sam 12:12); Uriah is far from Jerusalem; and the very fact that David plans to involve 
him in the cover-up suggests that he is unaware. But on the other hand, Bathsheba’s 
pregnancy is certain to become public knowledge soon, if it has not already—we 
might well imagine the messengers sent back and forth between the king and the 
woman to be responsible for dispersing such information—and Uriah’s months-long 
absence renders him an unlikely father in any event. 
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These two conflicting possibilities, moreover, persist not just as the initial 
events unfold, but throughout the exchange between the two characters. When Uriah 
sleeps at the palace door rather than going home (2 Sam. 11:9), we are convinced that 
he must know the truth, or else he would go home as David has suggested. On the 
other hand, Uriah’s explanation for his actions in 2 Sam 11:11 would seem to indicate 
that he is unaware of the true situation: 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜יִּרוּא רֶמאִ֗וָדּ־לֶא הָ֠ה דֵ֨אָרְשִׂיְו ןוֹרָאל ָ֜דוּהי ִֽוִ֣בְֹשׁי ה֗כֻּסַּבּ םיִֹ֨נדאַו תוָֹ֜אוֹי יב ֵ֤דְבַעְוִֹ֨נדֲא י י
ֵ֤נְפּ־לַע֙הֶדָשַּׂה יִֹ֔נח ִ֞נֲאַו םיי ֧בָאִ֛תיֵבּ־לֶא אוֹֹ֥כֱאֶל י֖תְּשִׁלְו לַ֣כְּשִׁלְו תוֹב ִ֑תְּשִׁא־םִעֶ֨יַּח י֙ךְָו ֵ֣ח י
ֶ֔שְׁפַנֶ֖שֱׂעֶא־ם ִֽא ךָה ָ֥בָדַּה־תֶא׃ה ֶֽזַּה ר  
And Uriah said to David, “The Ark and Israel and Judah sit at Succoth, 
and my lord Joab and the servants of my lord are encamped in the field. 
Shall I then go to my house, to eat and drink and lay with my wife? By 
your life and your soul’s life, I will not do this thing.” 
Taken at face value, Uriah’s statement expresses his solidarity with his 
comrades in the army, and his puzzlement regarding his being summoned back to the 
capital. To be sure, it is possible that Uriah is playing coy, disguising his awareness of 
the adulterous affair by providing an innocuous basis for his refusal to go home. If this 
is the case, then his use of the phrase יִתְּשִׁא־םִע בַכְּשִׁל “to lay with my wife” must be 
taken as weighted innuendo, rather than an inadvertent jab by which Uriah unwittingly 
cuts to the heart of David’s secret tryst. But in either case, the upshot of his words here 
bears directly on the matter that opens the pericope: the chapter begins with David 
sending forth his full military might, while he himself, the great war hero, remains 
behind in Jerusalem (ִם ָֽלָשׁוּריִבּ בֵשׁוֹי דִוָדְו, 2 Sam 11:1). Uriah’s statement, then, levels an 
attack and David’s decision to remain at his ease at home, while the people of his 
kingdom are fighting and dying in his name. 
 392 
Herein lies the full effect of ths unresolved ambiguity regarding Uriah’s true 
knowledge of David and Bathsheba’s liaison. Sternberg articulated the two polarized 
portrayals as follows: 
On the one hand, the narrator needs an agent who will show 
David up as an “idler” in the city, at home, while the nation is out at 
war. … On the other hand, the narrator also needs an agent who will 
brand the king as a double-dyed deceiver, an adulterer-cum-schemer. 
…  
Uriah as an agent of the first kind is, or course, incompatible 
with Uriah as an agent of the second kind. … But the narrator, who 
settles for nothing less than the best of these two worlds, still yokes 
them together for maximum effect. … Because of the reader’s inability 
to decide between two mutually exclusive portraits, the figure of Uriah 
comes to operate in both directions at once.213 
In other words, if Uriah is ignorant, then his actions are to be interpreted as an attack 
on David’s sedentism; but if he is aware of the adultery, then they must be seen as a 
thrust against the crime itself. Uriah cannot simultaneously know and not know; and 
yet both possibilities are maintained, with the result that both attacks land cutting 
blows from two entirely different directions. In this sense, ambiguity is employed as a 
vehicle for “overloading” meaning into the narrative, achieving two distinct expressive 
goals in the course of a single episode. 
Ambiguous Verb and Indirect Object in Num 23:4 
We return now to Sefer Bilvam, which exhibits effective use of gapping at 
multiple points across the pericope. There appear two prominent instances of the first 
type of gapping, the first of which involves the employment of Hebrew grammar in 
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the interest of producing misdirection. First, on the two occasions in Numbers 22 that 
God appears to Balaam, he immediately speaks to Balaam, as follows: 
ֹ֥ בָיַּוִ֖הלֱֹא אָ֑עְלִבּ־לֶא םיֹ֕ יַּו םִ֛מ רֶמאי ִ֥שָׁנֲאָהֵ֖אָה םי׃ךְ ָֽמִּע הֶלּ  
And Elohim came to Balaam and said, “Who are these men with you?”  
(Num 22:9) 
ֹ֨ בָיַּוִ֥הלֱֹא א֮םָעְלִבּ־לֶא ׀ םי֒הָלְיַל ֹ֣ יַּו ֗ל רֶמאֹ֤ רְקִל־םִא וֹ֙ךְָל אָ֣בּ ִ֔שָׁנֲאָה וּא֖ק םיֵ֣ל םוָּ֑תִּא ךְ ם
ַ֗אְוָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא ךְֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רֶ֖לֵא ר֥תֹא ךָי׃ה ֶֽשֲׂעַת וֹ  
And Elohim came to Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If it is to 
summon you that these men have come, then rise, go with them; but 
just the word that I speak to you—it shall you do.”  
(Num 22:20) 
No subject is specified for the verb רֶמֹאיַּו in either case, but the ensuing direct speech 
unequivocally clarifies the identity of the speaker. This pattern allows for a surprising 
turn in Num 23:4, where a change is introduced: 
ָ֥קִּיַּור214 ִ֖הלֱֹאָ֑עְלִבּ־לֶא םיֹ֣ יַּו םָ֗לֵא רֶמאוי ַ֤עְבִשׁ־תֶאֹ֙תחְבְּזִמּ ַֽה תַ֔רָע ַ֛אָו יִתְּכָ֥פּ לַער ַ֖אָו לִי
׃ַח ֵֽבְּזִמַּבּ  
And Elohim appeared to Balaam, and he said to him, “The(se) seven 
sacrifices I have arranged; and I sent up bull and ram on the altar.” 
Here, the ambiguity residing in the unspecified subject of רֶמֹאיַּו and in the pronominal 
suffix representing the object of the preposition ֶאל  permit a shift in the pattern 
whereby the speaker in this instance is Balaam rather than God. It is not until the third 
word of the direct speech, יִתְּכַרָע “I have arranged,” that one can be completely sure of 
the speaker’s identity. As a result of this misdirection, one has the sense that somehow 
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Balaam is speaking out of turn, emphatically asserting the importance of his own 
actions instead of attentively awaiting God’s address. His detailing of the sacrifices he 
has just performed thus takes on an ironic tone, hinting both at the emptiness of the 
ritual acts themselves and at Balaam’s misguided attachment to their practice as part 
of his prophetic activity.215 
Strategic Omission of God’s Directions to Balaam in Num 23:5, 16 
In the second instance, gapping facilitates a marked increase in the weight and 
significance of Balaam’s oracular poetry. Before the first and second oracles, Balaam 
receives from God a message to deliver to Balaq. In both cases, however, the content 
of this message is omitted: 
ָ֧יַּוְי םֶשָׂ֛והָ֖בָדּ הִ֣פְבּ רָ֑עְלִב יֹ֛ יַּו ם֥שׁ רֶמאבוּ ָ֖לָבּ־לֶאֹ֥כְו ק׃ר ֵֽבַּדְת ה  
And Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s mouth, and he said, “Return to 
Balaq, and thus shall you speak.”  
(Num 23:5) 
ָ֤קִּיַּו֙הָוהְי רָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ָ֥יַּו םָ֖בָדּ םֶשִׂ֑פְבּ רוי ֹ֛ יַּו֥שׁ רֶמאָ֖לָבּ־לֶא בוֹּ֥כְו ק׃ר ֵֽבַּדְת ה  
And Yahweh appeared to Balaam, and he put a word in his mouth, and 
he said, “Return to Balaq, and thus shall you speak.”  
(Num 23:16) 
Immediately following both of these verses is a clause indicating Balaam’s return to 
Balaq: ויָלֵא בָשָׁיַּו “and he returned to him” in Num 23:6, and ויָלֵא ֹאבָיַּו “and he came to 
him” in Num 23:17. In each case, we are left to wonder what message he has been 
entrusted to deliver, resulting in a climactic build in suspense until, moments later 
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(Num 23:7, 18), he begins to utter a rich and tightly constructed prophetic oracle, 
whose significance has been increased palpably by the brief delay. 
Belated Indication of Balaam’s Use of nəh9āšîm in Num 24:1 
At the opening of the last chapter of the pericope, we encounter a highly 
effective instance of the second type of gapping. Its success is set up by the consistent 
narrative pattern established in the material immediately preceding each of the first 
two oracles.216 According to this pattern, once the sacrifices are performed (Num 23:2, 
14), Balaam immediately instructs Balaq to stand aside (Num 23:3, 15), and this is 
followed directly by a theophany (Num 23:4, 16). In both cases, the sacrifices 
themselves reasonably may be considered to demarcate the commencement of the 
ritual process involved in Balaam’s invocation. However, no mention whatsoever is 
made in either instance regarding any specific divinatory action on the part of Balaam 
between the sacrifices and the appearance of God. One hardly misses such 
information, since the story continues to plunge forward—the prompt occurrence of 
the two theophanies speaks to the effectiveness of the preparatory actions as they 
stand. 
For this reason, the mention of Balaam’s routine use of םיִשָׁחְנ “auguries” in 
Num 24:1, just after the sacrifices preceding the third oracle have been performed, 
comes as a surprise: 
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 ַ֣יַּוָ֗עְלִבּ אְרִ֣כּ ם֞ט יֵ֤ניֵעְבּ בוֹ֙הָוהְי יֵ֣רָבְל ֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ךְַ֥לָה־ֹאלְו לַ֖פְבּ־םַע ַֽפְכּ ךְַ֣רְקִל םַע תא
ִ֑שָׁחְנָ֥יַּו םיָ֖בְּדִמַּה־לֶא תֶשׁ׃וי ָֽנָפּ ר  
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and 
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set 
his face toward the wilderness. 
Only upon receiving this piece of information do we become aware that such a gap 
had existed in our knowledge of the previous instances. Additionally striking is that 
the information is provided precisely at the moment that the action it identifies ceases 
to be a factor, in two ways: first, this verse describes Balaam’s abandonment of 
augury, by direct reference to his prior employment of it; and second, the usual pattern 
of sacrifices–command to Balaq–theophany is disrupted here and does not resurface 
for the remainder of the pericope. 
This gap serves two functions in the pericope. The first dovetails with the 
setting-switching aspect of the term םיִשָׁחְנ, whose dialectal peculiarity I discussed 
above, in Chapter 3.217 Table 1, which appeared in the conclusion to that chapter,218 
laid out a chiasm connecting this word in Num 24:1 with the word םיִמָסְק in Num 22:7 
and the words שַׁחַנ and םֶסֶק in Num 23:23. If prior references to Balaam’s use of 
augury were present in the material preceding the first and second oracles, they would 
render this chiasm nonexistent by scattering the involved terms across the pericope, 
thereby disrupting their careful positioning in the text as it stands. 
The second purpose of the gapped information is somewhat more significant. 
The text’s silence on Balaam’s actions after the sacrifices have taken place effectively 
focuses these two pre-oracular sections on the theophany itself. In this way, Balaam’s 
utterance of the blessings that follow is associated not with the efficaciousness of 
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Balaam’s actions as a diviner, but with God’s direct communication of a divine 
message. The effect is heightened by the remarkable similarity of this situation to 
Balaam’s own words in the second oracle: 
 ִ֤כַּ֨נ־ֹאל י֙שַׁחֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  For there is no augury in Jacob, 
 ֶ֖ק־ֹאלְוְשִׂיְבּ םֶסֵ֑אָרל  and no divination in Israel: 
 ֵ֗עָכֵּ֤מָאֵי תֹ֙בקֲעַיְל ר  At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob 
 ֵ֔אָרְשִׂיְלוָּ֖פּ־הַמ ל׃ל ֵֽא לַע  and to Israel what God has done. 
(Num 23:23) 
It goes without saying that the occurrence in this very verse of the term שַׁחַנ, and its 
involvement in the chiasm just mentioned above, render even more striking the 
connection between Israel’s situation as described by Balaam and the narrative details 
leading up to each of the first two oracles. When we arrive at Num 24:1, we 
simultaneously recognize, for the first time, both the absence of the term חנשׁ)םי(  in 
the two prior sections, and the completion of a chiasm that links up with a verse 
describing the “absence” of the same term from Israel. One need not be troubled by 
the fact that Balaam has indeed performed augury on the two earlier occasions, since 
this fact simply highlights the artful delicacy with which this instance of gapping has 
been employed. The ideological stance against such practices, clearly evident in the 
poetic statement in Num 23:23 and amplified by the chiasm of which this verse is the 
central part, is insulated from the potentially counterproductive force of the 
protagonist’s engagement in these activities, by the absence of any mention of them 
until the emphatic statement of their abandonment in Num 24:1. 
Two Incompatible Ways to Interpret God’s Wishes in the Jenny Episode 
Instances in Sefer Bilvam of the third type of gapping identified by Sternberg 
offer some of the most complex and challenging permutations of this device. In the 
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jenny episode, even with a clear understanding of the rhetorical intent of God’s 
instructions to Balaam in Num 22:20,219 one nevertheless is faced with the challenge 
of explaining why God’s response does not involve sending Balaam home. The 
question of what Balaam should do appears to have been answered already, by God’s 
initial instructions to Balaam in Num 22:12, his follow-up statement in Num 22:20, 
and his anger at Balaam’s leaving in Num 22:22. Yet at the end of the jenny episode, 
even when Balaam offers to go home in Num 22:34, he is not instructed to do so. 
Rather, the command to proceed under God’s direction (Num 22:35) functions as 
more than just a reference to the earlier directive not to go, operating also as a guiding 
principle by which to proceed. We are faced, then, with two incompatible 
perspectives: on the one hand, God does not wish Balaam to go with the men to Moab; 
and on the other, once he has gone, God does not wish to send him home, but rather 
instructs him to proceed according to his instructions. 
These opposed perspectives are not to be seen as a hallmark of narrative 
inconsistency, but rather as simultaneously revealing two distinct facets of the story as 
it unfolds, thereby answering the question of God’s wishes in two mutually exclusive 
but jointly illuminating manners. The situation is akin to what Edward L. Greenstein 
observed in Genesis 37, when he compared “the ongoing dialectic between the 
machinations of the brothers and the countermeasures of Reuben”220 to the conflicting 
testimonies offered in Akira Kurosawa’s classic film Rashomon,221 and stated that 
“[i]n a faithful reading, the reader must be sensitive to both messages, leaving them 
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both open.”222 Likewise in Sefer Bilvam, if we take the beginning of the jenny episode 
as the point at which the contradiction between the two aspects under examination 
here comes into play, we see that the first of the two looks back across the material in 
the pericope that has elapsed thus far and crystallizes the issue at stake therein, 
namely, the conflict between divine and human will. Balaam is caught between the 
desires of Balaq and God’s explicit instructions, and his inability to navigate 
successfully between them culminates in his failure in the jenny episode. The second 
perspective, on the other hand, begins in the episode with the jenny to prepare Balaam 
for the coming encounter with Balaq, and the lesson that he absorbs from the 
encounter with Yahweh’s messenger (Num 22:34–35) helps to prepare him for his 
endeavors in Moab. Indeed, because the formal character of the jenny episode 
foreshadows that of the coming interaction between the two main characters, when we 
reach that interaction in the course of the narrative we are invited to look back and see 
the jenny episode as a preliminary exposition of key concepts in the encounter 
between Balaam and Balaq.223 
Balaq’s Conflicting Views on the Reason for the Failed Curses 
Turning to a second example of the third type of gapping, Balaq’s interactions 
with Balaam prior to the Aramean’s arrival in Moab reveal that the king believes 
Balaam to possess the power to bless or curse as he sees fit. His initial message to 
Balaam (Num 22:5b–6) states this belief explicitly, ending as it does with the clause  יִכּ
רָאוּי רֹאָתּ רֶשֲׁאַו ךְָֹרבְמ ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא תֵא יִתְּעַדָי “for I know that whom you bless is blessed, 
and whom you curse will be cursed.” Further reinforcement comes from Balaq’s 
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second message, which demonstrates the king’s impression that although his first 
request for the diviner’s aid was denied, a more lucrative offer might prove enticing 
enough to persuade Balaam to agree to his terms: 
ֹ֖בָיַּוָ֑עְלִבּ־לֶא וּאֹ֣ יַּו ם֗ל וּרְמאֹ֤כּ וֹ֙רַמָא ה ָ֣לָבּ֔פִּצ־ןֶבּ קָ֥נ־לַא רוַֹ֖נָמִּת א֥לֲֹהֵמ ע׃י ָֽלֵא ךְ 
ֵ֤בַּכ־י ִֽכּ֙ךְָדֶבַּכֲא דֹ֔אְמ ֹ֛כְו דַ֥מֹאתּ־רֶשֲׁא לַ֖לֵא רֶ֑שֱׂע ֶֽא י֙אָנּ־הָכְלוּ הִ֔לּ־הָב ָֽק ֵ֖א יָ֥עָה ת׃ה ֶֽזַּה ם  
And they came to Balaam, and they said to him, “Thus says Balaq son 
of S 9ippor: ‘Please, do not refrain from going to me, for I will honor you 
very greatly, and all that you say to me I will do. Go, please, curse for 
me this people.’”  
(Num 22:16–17) 
Balaam’s response in the following verse explicitly pushes aside the matter of 
monetary exchange, thus establishing a clear polarity between Balaq’s human-oriented 
view, in which a curse is merely a service rendered, and a perspective focused more on 
God’s will, whereby blessing and cursing are wholly divine prerogatives. 
Balaq’s understanding having been established in this fashion, his reaction 
following each of Balaam’s oracles is unsurprising. Each time, he directs his anger 
squarely at Balaam: 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֶ֥מ םִ֖שָׂע הִ֑ל ָתיֹ֤קָל י ב֙יַבְיֹאִ֔תְּחַקְל ֵ֖נִּהְו ךָיַ֥רֵבּ ה׃ךְ ֵֽרָב ָתְּכ  
And Balaq said to Balaam, “What have you done to me? Behold, to 
curse my enemies I brought you, and behold, you have blessed them 
greatly.”  
(Num 23:11) 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמא ָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶאֹ֖ק־םַגּ םֹ֣ ל בֶ֑בֳקִּת אֵ֖רָבּ־םַגּ וּנֹּ֥ ל ךְ׃וּנּ ֶֽכֲרָבְת א  
And Balaq said to Balaam, “Neither curse it at all, nor bless it at all!”  
(Num 23:25) 
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ַ֤א־רַח ִֽיַּו֙קָלָבּ ףָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֹ֖פְּסִיַּו םָ֑פַּכּ־תֶא קֹ֨ יַּו ויָ֜לָבּ רֶמאָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא קֹ֤קָל ם֙יַבְי ֹֽא בִ֔תאָרְק  ךָי
֙הֵנִּהְוַ֣רֵבּ ֵ֔רָב ָתְּכֶ֖ז ךְ֥לָֹשׁ ה׃םי ִֽמָעְפּ שׁ ָ֖תַּעְו֣ךְָל־חַרְבּ הֶ֑מוֹקְמ־לֶא ַ֨מָא ךָ֙יִתְּר ֵ֣בַּכּ֔ךְָדֶבַּכֲא ד 
ֵ֛נִּהְו֥ךֲָעָנְמ הָ֖והְי ׃דוֹֽבָכִּמ ה  
And Balaq’s anger flared toward Balaam, and he clapped his hands; 
and Balaq said to Balaam, “To curse my enemies I summoned you, and 
behold, you have blessed them greatly these three times. And now, flee 
to your place! I said ‘I will honor you greatly,’ and behold, Yahweh has 
refused you honor.”  
(Num 24:10–11) 
Although Balaq makes reference to Yahweh in the final instance, we have noted 
previously224 that it is reasonable to suppose that this last statement does not represent 
a significant deviation from Balaq’s previous expressions of his belief that Balaam 
himself holds the power to bless or curse. Rather, since Balaam has made frequent 
verbal associations between himself and Yahweh, here Balaq simply may be 
incorporating that professed connection into his angry retort. This view finds support 
in the content of Balaq’s statement, which again revolves around the proffered 
tangible reward for Balaam’s services, albeit identified here as honor (דבכ) without 
reference to material wealth. 
On the other hand, however, Balaq simultaneously presents an entirely 
different but equally sustained understanding of the mechanics of Balaam’s repeated 
failure to utter a curse. His attention to the ritual process is demonstrated clearly in the 
material preceding each of the first three oracles, in which he carefully proceeds to 
carry out Balaam’s instructions with regard to building altars, performing sacrifices, 
and, in the first two cases, standing aside (Num 23:1–3, 14b–15, 29–30). Even more 
telling, however, is his attentiveness to location, since he takes great pains in each 
instance to ensure that Balaam is ideally situated for effective cursing: 
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ִ֣הְיַוֹ֔בַּב יַ֤קִּיַּו רֶק֙קָלָבּ חָ֔עְלִבּ־תֶא ֵ֖לֲעַיּ  ַֽו ם֣מָבּ וּהָ֑בּ תוֹ  ַ֥יַּו לַעָ֖שִּׁמ אְרֵ֥צְק ם׃ם ָֽעָה ה  
In the morning, Balaq took Balaam and led him up Bamot-Baval, 
whence he saw the periphery of the people.  
(Num 22:41) 
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜לֵא רֶמאָבּ ויָ֗לךל ק*ִ֜תִּא א ָ֨נ־֤קָמ־לֶא י֙רֵחַא םוֶֹ֣שֲׁא ֶ֣אְרִתּ רָ֔שִּׁמ וּנֶּ֚א םֵ֣צָק סֶפֶ֔אְרִת וּה ה
֖לֻּכְוֹ֣ ל וֶֹ֑אְרִת אִ֖ל־וֹנְבָקְו ה׃ם ָֽשִּׁמ י ֵ֨חָקִּיַּו֙וּהֵ֣דְשׂ ִֹ֔פצ הֹ֖ ר־לֶא םיָ֑גְּסִפַּה שׁאה  
And Balaq said to him, “Please come with me to another place from 
which you can see it—only its periphery will you see, and the whole of 
it you will not see—and curse it for me from there.” And he took him 
(to) Sede-S 9ophim, to Rosh-Pisga…  
(Num 23:13–14a) 
ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֙אָנּ־הָכְל םָ֣קֶּא ֲח֔ךָ ֖קָמ־לֶאֵ֑חַא םוַֹ֤לוּא ר֙רַשׁיִי יֵ֣ניֵעְבּ ִ֔הלֱֹאָה י םי
ֹ֥בַּקְוִ֖ל וֹת׃ם ָֽשִּׁמ י ַ֥קִּיַּוָ֖לָבּ חָ֑עְלִבּ־תֶא קֹ֣ ר ם֔עְפַּה שׁאָ֖ק ְשִׁנַּה רוֵֹ֥נְפּ־לַע ף׃ן ֹֽמיִשְׁיַה י  
And Balaq said to Balaam, “Please come, I will take you to another 
place; perhaps it will be right in the eyes of (the) Elohim (that you) 
curse it for me from there.” And Balaq took Balaam to Rosh-Pevor, 
which overlooks the waste.  
(Num 23:27–28) 
These citations, and in particular Balaq’s own statement prior to the second oracle 
(Num 23:13), emphasize the ritual significance of Balaam’s ability to see the people of 
Israel.225 According to Levine’s suggestion, the change of venue after the first oracle 
represents Balaq’s attempt to confine Balaam’s view to the periphery of the people 
(וּהֵצָק סֶפֶא, Num 23:13), in response to Balaam’s explicit reference in the first oracle 
to the magnitude of Israel’s numbers (Num 23:10), which evidently was predicated by 
his being overwhelmed by the size of the population.226 This perspective appears to 
carry through to the next change of venue as well, since aside from the oblique 
reference to the sense of sight in the word יֵניֵעְבּ “in the eyes of” in Num 23:27, this 
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third location appears to remove Balaam from the sight of the people, and faces the 
wasteland instead (ןֹמיִשְׁיַה יֵנְפּ־לַע ףָקְשִׁנַּה, Num 23:28). 
In short, from these passages it seems that each time Balaam fails to utter a 
curse against Israel, Balaq interprets the failure as an indicator that their current 
location is not propitious for such an act. Indeed, in this regard Balaq appears clearly 
to understand that Balaam’s power to bless or curse does not originate with him, but 
functions only on the basis of factors entirely outside of human control. He states this 
explicitly after the second oracle, when he leads Balaam to a third location in the hope 
that ָה יֵניֵעְבּ רַשׁיִי יַלוּאָשִּׁמ יִל וֹֹתבַּקְו םיִהלֱֹאם  “perhaps it will be right in the eyes of hā-
'ĕlōhîm227 (that you) curse it [i.e., Israel, in the collective sense] for me from there” 
(Num 23:27). 
Thus, Balaq’s perspective on Balaam’s failure to curse Israel takes two 
simultaneous and yet wholly incongruous trajectories over the course of the pericope. 
The result is a dual satire, in which Balaq is presented on the one hand as materialistic 
to the extent that the most meaningful incentive he can provide Balaam is riches and 
fame, and on the other hand as pursuing a meticulous lock-step with ritual activities of 
the very sort condemned explicitly in Balaam’s oracles (see especially Num 23:23) 
and implicitly in their ultimate rejection by Balaam, the professional seer. In 
combination, these two facets of Balaq’s character speak to a deeper polemic, 
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according to which abhorrent magical practices are extended the same negative 
valuation as material wealth. This point stands in the service of a major theme running 
through the entire pericope: God has blessed Israel, and his will cannot be 
countermanded by human agency, magical or otherwise.228 
Repetition and Variation 
In point of fact, repetition has manifested already in the form of literary 
devices already discussed above. Sound echo involves the repetition of identical or 
similar sounds; keywords constitute repeated roots, synonyms, or concepts; the 
complex of names and epithets associated with a given character generally involves 
the reuse of the same or similar phrases; and so on. From this standpoint, it is 
appropriate to understand repetition in general, like parallelism, as a manifestation of 
the “seconding” impulse in biblical literature.229 
Having said this, however, we nevertheless are faced with a conceptual 
challenge as we consider this device in the context of a body of literature whose 
characteristic reticence might be expected to result in its avoidance of tools as boldly 
redundant as repetition. Sternberg’s chapter on the subject opens as follows: 
The way of repetition seems to clash with one biblical principle…and 
to fall under another. In its aspect as superfluity, it will not easily 
cohere with the dominant logic of gapping. How does loquacity go with 
reticence, overtreatment with undertreatment? In its aspect as 
recurrence, on the other hand, it will no more easily escape assimilation 
to analogy. Still, one of the main aims of this chapter is to demonstrate 
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the interplay of these three structural logics: how repetition forms a 
whole with elision and more than a part within similitude.230 
The magnitude of the task that Sternberg set himself is considerable, as demonstrated 
by the length and painstaking detail of his study. But the questions he raised are 
legitimate, and in addressing the matter of repetition in an exceptionally terse context, 
we encounter an explanation of how repetition functions as more than mere 
redundancy, and actually serves to develop meaning with each successive iteration. 
Alter effectively encapsulated this point in his identification of what these 
issues demand of our perspective on repetition in the Bible: “When…you are 
confronted with an extremely spare narrative, marked by formal symmetries, which 
exhibit a high degree of literal repetition, what you have to look for…is the small but 
revealing differences in the seeming similarities, the nodes of emergent new meanings 
in the pattern of regular expectations created by explicit repetition.”231 Indeed, this 
point prompted Alter to hypothesize an organic connection between narrative 
repetition and poetic parallelism: 
[T]he parallelism of biblical verse constituted a structure in which, 
though the approximately synonymous hemistichs, there was constant 
repetition that was never really repetition. This is true not just 
inadvertently because there are no true synonyms, so that every 
restatement is a new statement, but because the conscious or intuitive 
art of poetic parallelism was to advance the poetic argument in seeming 
to repeat it—intensifying, specifying, complementing, qualifying, 
contrasting, expanding the semantic material of each initial hemistich 
in its apparent repetition. … [I]n both [prosaic and poetic] cases, I 
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would suggest, the ideal [audience] is expected to attend closely to the 
constantly emerging differences….232 
Ironically, the truth of Alter’s observation suggests that our real topic of conversation 
here, strictly speaking, is the variation of repeated elements, not simply their repetition 
in and of itself. But the point remains: our ability to interpret biblical repetition as a 
device that imbues the text with deeper meaning revolves around the isolation and 
examination of minute shifts and developments that occur from one repeated element 
to the next. 
Moreover, since these elements can be words, phrases, entire sentences, or less 
linguistically static features such as entire narrative sequences, the range of variables, 
both small and great, across which such variations can take place is remarkably broad. 
The length and detail of Sternberg’s study attest to this fact, and the table he provided 
gives a general idea of the kinds of variables in question, according to the following 
categories: 
 Object of presentation: the repeated element can be verbal (a 
quotation, cited again elsewhere) or nonverbal (an action or event). 
 First source of presentation: The initial occurrence can take place 
in the narrator’s voice, or in that of any of the characters. 
 Source of retelling: Likewise, the repeated version(s) may occur in 
the narrator’s voice, or in that of any of the characters. 
 Mode of retelling: The subsequent versions can present a variation 
on the original, or a (near-) verbatim recreation of it, which itself is 
likely to bear some significance. 
 Motivation for mode of retelling: The relationship between the 
original expression and its subsequent occurrence(s) can constitute 
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a deliberate linkage, or (for the characters) a nondeliberate 
connection illuminating a new layer of meaning.233 
In addition to these factors, the precise fashion in which the various iterations of a 
repeated element are combined can vary in significant ways. For example, Sternberg 
noted that recurring accounts of the same event often are deployed in some 
combination of three aspectual phases: the chronological angles of past, present, and 
future are embodied respectively in narrative types that may be identified as forecast, 
enactment, and report.234 Various patterns employing two or three of these types are 
attested, as in the following examples:235 
 forecast  enactment — The creation story in Genesis 1 presents 
God’s speech on each successive day, after which the things that he 
speaks come into being. This pattern also occurs frequently as the 
“command and fulfillment” motif, an extremely lengthy example of 
which is the instructions for building the tabernacle and its 
subsequent construction (Exodus 35–40). 
 enactment  report — Israel is defeated by the Philistines and 
loses the Ark (1 Sam 4:10–11), after which these events are 
reported to Eli (1 Sam 4:17). 
 forecast  enactment  report — Aaron’s request for gold to 
make the golden calf (Exod 32:2) is met by the people’s compliance 
(Exod 32:3), after which God presents a paraphrased account of 
these events to Moses (Exod 32:8). 
 forecast  report  enactment — When the plague of locusts 
afflicts Egypt, the chronological progression first presents God’s 
words to Moses (Exod 10:1–2), followed by a lengthy dialogue in 
which God’s message is relayed to Pharaoh (Exod 10:3–11), and 
concludes with the visitation of the plague (Exod 10:12–15). 
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Seemingly every detail of a given repetitive sequence can be employed as fodder for 
producing significant changes in tone or meaning, and indeed the typology of biblical 
repetition could be extended far beyond these examples. Moreover, the phenomenon 
as a whole operates as an integral component of the larger narrative canvas. For 
example, Licht articulated various ways in which the recurrence of the same elements 
at various points across a section of narrative can serve a structural function.236 At 
present, however, our concern is to examine the ways in which repetition moves, 
through variation, from iteration to iteration in a manner that enriches the meaning of 
the text in question. 
Thus, having called attention to the practically limitless versatility of 
repetition, it remains to demonstrate how these factors are put into play in biblical 
narrative. To this end, I recall here a demonstrative example adduced by Alter, 
namely, the story of the meeting of Saul’s commander, Abner, and the usurper David 
in 2 Sam 3:21–24. The repetitive element upon which Alter’s analysis focused is 
presented here in bold type, with the corresponding words italicized in translation: 
ֹ֣ יַּוֵ֣נְבַא רֶמאִ֡וָדּ־לֶא ר֣קָא ד׀ הָמוּ ֵ֡לֵא ְֽוהָכ ֩הָצְבְּקֶאְוִֹ֨נדֲא־לֶא ֶ֜מַּה יךְֶל ֵ֗אָרְשִׂי־לָכּ־תֶא ל
֤תְרְכִיְו֙ךְָתִּא וִּ֔רְבּ תי ָ֣מוָּ֔תְּכַלֹ֥כְבּ ֶ֖וַּאְתּ־רֶשֲׁא לֶ֑שְׁפַנ הַ֥לַּשְׁיַּו ךָח ִ֛וָדֵּ֖נְבַא־תֶא ד רֵ֥יַּו֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַ ךְֶֶֶֶל
םוֹֽלָשְׁבּֽ ָ ְֽ ָ ְֽ ָ ְ׃ ֩הֵנִּהְוֵ֨דְבַע ִ֤וָד י֙בָאוֹיְו דָ֣בּ ֔דְגַּה ֵֽמ אָ֥לָשְׁו דוּל ָ֖רָ֣מִּע בִ֑בֵה םֵ֗נְבַאְו וּאיֶ֤ניֵא ר וּנּ
֙דִוָדּ־םִע ֔רְבֶחְבִּ֥כּ ןוֹ֖חְלִּשׁ י וֵֹ֥יַּו֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַםוֹֽלָשְׁבּ ךְֶלֽ ָ ְ ֶֽ ָ ְ ֶֽ ָ ְ ֶ׃ ָ֛אוֹיְוָ֥בָצַּה־לָכְו ב֖תִּא־רֶשֲׁא אָ֑בּ וִֹ֤גַּיַּו וּאוּד 
֙בָאוֹיְלֹ֔מאֵל רֵ֤נְבַא־א ָֽבּ ֙רֵנ־ןֶבּ רֶ֔מַּה־לֶא ךְֶל ֵ֖חְלַּשְׁי  ַֽו וּהֵ֥יַּו֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַםוֹֽלָשְׁבּ ךְֶלֽ ָ ְ ֶֽ ָ ְ ֶֽ ָ ְ ֶ׃ ֹ֤ בָיַּו֙בָאוֹי א 
ֶ֔מַּה־לֶאֹ֖ יַּו ךְֶלֶ֣מ רֶמאִ֑שָׂע ההָתי ָ֤ב־הֵנִּה֙רֵנְבַא אֶ֔לֵא ֶ֥זּ־הָמָּל ךָי֖תְּחַלִּשׁ הוֹ ֵ֥יַּו֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַ֥ ֵ ַךְוֹֽלָה ךְֶלֽ ָ ֶֽ ָ ֶֽ ָ ֶ׃  
And Abner said to David, “Let me rise and go and gather to my lord the 
king all of Israel, that they might establish with you a covenant, and 
you will rule over all that your soul desires.” And David sent Abner 
away, and he went in peace. And behold David’s servants and Joab 
coming from the front, and they brought much booty with them; and 
Abner was not with David in Hebron, since he had sent him away and 
                                                 
 
236
 See Licht 1986: 51–74. The structure of Sefer Bilvam will concern us below, and we will refer, 
where applicable, to repetition as an element that contributes to that structure. 
 409 
he went in peace. And Joab and the whole host with him came, and 
Joab was told, “Abner son of Ner came to the king, and he sent him 
away, and he went in peace.” And Joab came to the king and said, 
“What have you done? Behold, Abner came to you; why then did you 
send him away and he went indeed?” 
When Joab learns that his enemy counterpart, the commander of Saul’s army, has been 
admitted into David’s presence as freely as he himself might be, he is unable to 
restrain his anger. The intensity of his emotion is driven home by his departure from 
the repeated use of the phrase ךְֶלֵיַּולָשְׁבּ םוֹ , which occurs both in the narrative voice and 
in the direct speech of an unnamed informant, by replacing the word לָשְׁבּםוֹ  with the 
emphatic infinitive לָהךְוֹ , which Alter described as “fall[ing] like the clatter of a dagger 
after the ringing of bells.”237 The upshot is twofold. One the one hand, his emphatic 
phraseology indicates that he is incredulous that David actually has let Abner go, 
without lifting a finger to stop him. On the other hand, ever the strategist with no fear 
of bloodying his own hands, Joab abandons the word “peace,” indicating “his own 
steely intention…to make sure that this going off will not be in peace”238 at all. 
Indeed, this foreshadowing is brought to fruition when, mere verses later, he summons 
Abner back to Jerusalem and kills him (2 Sam 3:27). 
This small example, manifested in a single changed word, demonstrates the 
potency with which a relatively minute instance of variation in a repeated pattern can 
be charged. In this case, we see with new clarity what lies beneath Joab’s exterior; but 
the device might just as easily be applied to produce a change in perspective, a 
heightening of symbolic meaning, or some other kind of elaboration beyond the 
superficial content of the text. Alter proceeded to call attention to the active 
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participation in the narrative that is required of the audience, in order for this device to 
achieve such a profound effect so effortlessly: “Language in the biblical stories is 
never conceived as a transparent envelope of the narrated events or an aesthetic 
embellishment of them but as an integral and dynamic component—an insistent 
dimension—of what is being narrated.”239 Attention to even the smallest shifts in the 
language of biblical narrative, therefore, is a crucial part of coming to terms with the 
layers of meaning that it conveys. With this in mind, in a moment we will turn to 
instances of repetition arising in Sefer Bilvam, in order to glean from them whatever 
enrichment of the narrative they can provide. 
First, however, it is important briefly to call attention to two other matters in 
the realm of repetition. The first involves direct speech that is quoted by a character 
other than the original speaker. Berlin noted that there are times when the original 
statement never occurs in the text, but is only cited secondarily. She highlighted the 
way in which this fact stands as a clear representation of the selectivity of biblical 
narrative: “Not every scene or event need be represented in full; some may be 
summarized and some may be omitted altogether.”240 On the other hand, in his volume 
Telling and Retelling, George W. Savran also examined quotations where the 
precedent is attested, exploring both their formal and functional aspects.241 Without 
rehashing the minutiae of his study, we simply may note that the phenomenon of 
quoted direct speech provides remarkable insight into the inner workings of the 
characters at play, “bring[ing] one set of words into contact and/or conflict with 
another. The speaker of the quote engages in a temporal dialogue between past and 
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present, as well as in an interpersonal encounter with his fellow characters; his 
relationship to his audience in the story is revealed in the way he uses the quotation to 
evoke a response, verbal or otherwise.”242 To be sure, this may well be true of other 
forms of repetition as well, hence the inclusion of quoted direct speech under the 
rubric of that larger phenomenon. But it is worthwhile to recognize the distinctive 
character of this kind of repetition, which does not engage the narrative voice on any 
level, in precedent or in subsequent reiteration. As such, we shall pay particular 
attention to the use of this subcategory of repetition in our pericope. 
Second, it would be a mistake to overlook the possibility of repetition, or more 
accurately of variation, as a component motivated by a purely aesthetic sensibility. In 
their study on Song of Songs, Scott B. Noegel and Gary A. Rendsburg coined the term 
“polyprosopon” to refer to this device,243 and addressed it as follows: 
If we can envision a group of ancient Israelites assembled to hear the 
Song of Songs read (sung?) aloud—in whatever setting one might 
envision—we may rightly ask: how does one continue to engage the 
attention of the gathered throng as the poetry proceeds through its eight 
chapters? …[O]ne might argue that not much is needed beyond the 
surface reading of the text…and yet the human mind does require 
exercise to stay attuned at all times. It is our belief that the writers of 
ancient literature intentionally varied their language, where possible, 
specifically to engage the listener and to demand his or her absolute 
attention when the text was read aloud.244 
In practical terms, then, if no clear significance can be determined for a given 
variation in a repeated or conventional pattern, it is better to accept it simply as an 
embellishment than to wrestle it into the service of some deeper meaning. For that 
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matter, even in cases where such a deeper meaning is detectable, we also may consider 
as a legitimate motivating factor variation purely for its own sake. Indeed, this may 
explain otherwise inconsequential variation throughout the biblical corpus, such as 
alternation between the prepositions ְל-  and ֶאל  (at the authorial level), mālē' versus 
h9āsēr spellings (presumably by the hand of a later copyist), and so on. In this way, 
repetition with variation represents a marriage of aesthetic and informative modes of 
communication, and it is important for us to be attentive to both aspects, to the extent 
that each example of variation addressed here should be conceived as a legitimate 
aesthetic observation, even outside of the associated argument regarding its deeper 
meaning. To this end, I make brief mention at the end of this section of a number of 
instances of polyprosopon in Sefer Bilvam. 
 ִלָגְר שׁלָֹשׁ הֶזםי  (Num 22:28, 32, 33); םיִמָעְפּ שׁלָֹשׁ הֶז (Num 24:10) 
Previously, we have encountered two instances of repetition and variation in 
other parts of this study. The first arose in Chapter 3, where I identified the use of the 
word ֶרֶגל  with the meaning “time, instance, iteration” as a dialectal feature.245 In Num 
24:10, where the text changes from ִלָגְרםי  to SBH םיִמָעְפּ, the success of this shift in 
highlighting the prior usages of the alternative lexeme, and also in linking the 
encounter between Balaam and Balaq with the earlier episode involving the jenny and 
Yahweh’s messenger, springs directly from its variation of the thrice-repeated pattern 
that occurred in Numbers 22. 
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Divine Appearance Followed by Speech (Num 22:9, 20; 23:4) 
The second instance of repetition mentioned previously is the pattern 
according to which God’s appearance to Balaam is followed immediately by speech. 
As noted above,246 the third instance of this pattern makes effective use of ambiguous 
subject and object pronouns to generate surprise, heightening the jarring effect of the 
fact that unlike the previous occasions, this time around after God appears it is 
Balaam, not God, who is the first to speak. Although the non-explicit subject and 
object momentarily constitute gaps in our knowledge, the effectuality of this instance 
of gapping rests on its arrival in the context of a repeated pattern. Thus, in this 
instance we have a remarkable case of gapping and repetition working in tandem. 
Communication Between Balaq and Balaam (Num 22:5b–17) 
As an aside, the early portion of Sefer Bilvam offers multiple examples of 
quoted direct speech. Of the messages sent to Balaam by Balaq, the second is an 
instance of what Savran called “unverifiable speech,”247 since the only version that 
exists is in the mouths of the messengers themselves (Num 22:16b–17), without any 
explicit precedent appearing in the direct speech of Balaq.  
The first such communication, however, appears in multiple slightly different 
versions. When it is first spoken, its content is as follows: 
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ִ֠ההֵנַּ֣ע ָ֤צָי םַ֨רְצִמִּמ א֙םִי ֵ֤נִּה֙הָסִּכ הֵ֣ע־תֶא ָ֔אָה ןי֥הְו ץֶרֵֹ֖שׁי אוּ ׃י ִֽלֻמִּמ ב֩הָתַּעְוָ֨נּ־הָכְל  א
ִ֜לּ־הָר ָֽאָ֣עָה־תֶא יֶ֗זַּה ם֥צָע־י ִֽכּ ה֙אוּה םוֶּ֔מִּמ ַ֤לוּא יִנּ֙לַכוּא י֔בּ־הֶכַּנ ֶ֖שְׁרָגֲאַו וָֹ֑אָה־ןִמ וּנִּ֣כּ ץֶר י
ַ֗דָיֵ֤א יִתְּעת֙ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא ָֹ֔רבְמ ֶ֥שֲׁאַו ךְֹ֖אָתּ ר׃ר ָֽאוּי ר  
“Behold, a people has come out from Egypt; behold, it has covered the 
eye of the land,248 and it dwells opposite me. And now, please come, 
curse for me this people, for it is stronger than I; perhaps I will be able 
to strike it, that I might drive it from the land; for I know that whom 
you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.”  
(Num 22:5b–6) 
The king’s envoys deliver this message verbatim, to all practical appearances:  וּרְבַּדְיַו
ויָלֵאקָלָב יֵרְבִדּ  “and they spoke to him Balaq’s words” (Num 22:7b). Where significant 
change arises, however, is in Balaam’s repetition of this message to God, when 
prompted. His version runs as follows: 
ֵ֤נִּה֙םָעָה הֵֹ֣ציַּה ַ֔רְצִמִּמ אַ֖כְיַו םִיֵ֣ע־תֶא סןי ָ֑אָהָ֗תַּע ץֶרָ֤כְל ה֙יִלּ־הָב ָֽק ה֔תֹא ַ֥לוּא וֹי ַ֛כוּא ל
ָ֥לִּהְל֖בּ םֶח׃וי ִֽתְּשַׁרֵגְו וֹ  
“‘Behold the people coming out from Egypt: it has covered the eye of 
the land! Now, come, damn it for me; perhaps I will be able to battle 
against it, and drive it out.’”  
(Num 22:11) 
Certain minor variations occur here, such as the omission of the word הֵנִּה before the 
second clause, slightly different verbal forms in the words ֹיאֵצ  (here a participle) and 
סַכְיַו, the shift in imperative from ָאהָר  to ָקָבה , the omission of the particle ָנא , and so 
on. In large part, these are to be regarded as inconsequential, or to be more precise, as 
reflective of the aesthetic of variation for its own sake, to which Savran called 
attention: “In terms of change in repetition, both conciseness and variation in language 
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are high priorities in quoted direct speech. Quotations rarely appear in a form identical 
to their source….”249 
The one major difference between the original message and Balaam’s 
recitation of it is the absence in the latter version of Balaq’s entire concluding 
statement: ֹאָתּ רֶשֲׁאַו ךְָֹרבְמ ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא תֵא יִתְּעַדָי יִכָּאוּי רר  “for I know that whom you 
bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.” At first glance, this omission 
might be perceived as pious censorship on the part of Balaam, who ought to 
understand that the power of blessing and cursing lies with God and not himself. On 
the other hand, however, in other instances Balaam is quick to correct Balaq—or his 
messengers—when the king misspeaks, as in Num 22:18, 38, and so on; but here he 
does no such thing. 
Moreover, his repetition of Balaq’s message comes as a response to God’s 
question: ךְ ָֽמִּע הֶלֵּאָה םיִשָׁנֲאָה יִמ “Who are these men with you?” (Num 22:9). Balaam 
misinterprets this as a simple request for information, which it surely is not, since God 
certainly knows who the men are. Rather, it is a rhetorical device of a kind attested 
elsewhere in the Bible, as, for instance, in the story of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4). In 
Chapter 4, I called attention to Sternberg’s citation of two verses from this story (Gen 
4:6–7) as a demonstration of God’s omniscience as a key component of the Bible’s 
ideology.250 Bearing this principle in mind, he went on to observe that as the story 
goes on, God’s omniscience, which “the reader now takes for granted[,] Cain has to 
learn the hard way in the ensuing confrontation. Playing by human rules against a 
divine opponent, Cain mistakes God’s rhetorical question (‘Where is Abel thy 
brother?’) for a demand for information, and he therefore pleads ignorance (‘I do not 
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know; am I my brother’s keeper?’).”251 This and other examples like it, such as God’s 
inquiring after Adam’s location in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:9), provide the human 
thus questioned an opportunity, as it were, to demonstrate his or her ignorance of 
God’s omniscience by attempting to hide facts or color the truth in some fashion, and 
in so doing, inadvertently calls the audience’s attention to the central concern of the 
story. For Cain, what is at stake is the matter of his brother’s murder; and for Adam, 
he deflects the issue of his disobedience entirely by confining his answer to the matter 
of nakedness. 
In regard to our present case, therefore, it is critical to pay close attention to 
precisely which words Balaam chooses to omit in recounting Balaq’s message to God. 
On the basis of the precedents just cited, it would seem that the crucial issue for 
Balaam is that he is flattered by Balaq’s words—which doubtless was their intent—
and is content to allow the king’s notion, that he himself wields true power, to persist. 
In fact, he may even aim to maintain this illusion by attempting to obtain God’s 
permission to fulfill Balaq’s request: if God will allow Balaam to do so, can he not 
take some responsibility for the end result, which thereby would be tantamount to his 
own genuine possession of the power to curse? 
Despite this suggestion, however, Balaam’s response to the messengers after 
the theophany provides an important check on the hypothesis that he is motivated by 
flattery alone. In the morning, the Aramean approaches the emissaries and says,  וּכְל
ֶאְי ןֵאֵמ יִכּ םֶכְצְרַא־לָמִּע ךְלֲֹהַל יִתִּתְל הָוהֶכם  “Go to your land, for Yahweh has refused to 
allow me to go with you” (Num 22:13). Thus, notwithstanding his initial willingness 
to explore the possibility of agreeing to Balaq’s request and his implied acceptance of 
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the attribution of genuine cursing power, he nevertheless submits to divine direction. 
This important aspect of his perspective is not applied to the other parties in the 
arrangement. The envoys’ repetition to their king of Balaam’s response after the 
theophany further demonstrates the persistent view, which is extended here to 
encompass both Balaq and his messengers, that the power to bless and curse resides 
with Balaam himself. Although their wording is remarkably similar to Balaam’s own 
statement, the refusal is attributed to Balaam himself: וּנָמִּע ךְלֲֹה םָעְלִבּ ןֵאֵמ “Balaam 
refused to go with us” (Num 22:14). The envoys’ omission of Yahweh’s name 
indicates that they hold Balaam accountable for the decision not to accompany them, 
either because they do not recognize or understand Yahweh, or because they perceive 
Balaam as acting according to his own preference, regardless of the content of the 
divine order. But in the end there is little distinction between these alternatives, since 
the implication is the same: from their standpoint, the ultimate responsibility for the 
decision not to perform the requested curse rests solely on Balaam’s shoulders. Here, 
then, the initial suggestion that Balaam’s actions are predicated solely on his favorable 
response to Balaq’s compliment is tempered by his deference to God’s instructions, a 
deference that the king and his messengers neither share nor recognize. 
Encounters with Yahweh’s Messenger in the Jenny Episode 
The early portion of the episode in Num 22:21–35 presents a tight threefold 
repeating pattern in which the jenny perceives the appearance of Yahweh’s messenger, 
whom Balaam cannot yet see, and deviates from its course in order to avoid the 
messenger, thus drawing a beating from its rider. As the following table indicates, 
each repetition presents the same four elements: 
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Table 8: Repeating Pattern in the Jenny Episode 
Passage Messenger Appears Jenny Sees Jenny Responds Balaam Reacts 
Num 
22:22b–23 
 הָוהְי ךְַאְלַמ בֵצַּיְתִיַּו
וֹל ןָטָשְׂל ךְֶרֶדַּבּ… :  
 
And a messenger of 
Yahweh stationed 
himself in the road, 
as an obstacle for 
him…. 
 ךְַאְלַמ־תֶא ןוֹתָאָה אֶרֵתַּו
 וֹבְּרַחְו ךְֶרֶדַּבּ בָצִּנ הָוהְי
וֹדָיְבּ הָפוּלְשׁ 
And the jenny saw 
Yahweh’s 
messenger, his 
sword of flame in 
his hand; 
ָה טֵתַּו ךְֶרֶדַּה־ןִמ ןוֹתָא
הֶדָשַּׂבּ ךְֶלֵתַּו 
 
And the jenny 
veered aside from 
the road, and went 
into the field; 
 ןוֹתָאָה־תֶא םָעְלִבּ ךְַיַּו
׃ךְֶר ָֽדַּה הָֹּתטַּהְל 
 
And Balaam beat 
the jenny for its 
veering (from) the 
road. 
Num  
22:24–25 
ַו הָוהְי ךְַאְלַמ דֹמֲעַיּ
ִמָרְכַּה לוֹעְשִׁמְבּ רֵדָגּ םי
ֶזִּמ רֵדָגְו הֶזִּמ׃ה  
And Yahweh’s 
messenger stood in 
a vineyard path, 
fences this way and 
that. 
 ךְַאְלַמ־תֶא ןוֹתָאָה אֶרֵתַּו
הָוהְי 
 
And the jenny saw 
Yahweh’s 
messenger; 
 ץַחְלִתַּו ריִקַּה־לֶא ץֵחָלִּתַּו
 םָעְלִבּ לֶגֶר־תֶא
ריִקַּה־לֶא 
And it pressed 
against the wall, and 
crushed Balaam’s 
foot against the 
wall; 
ָֹתכַּהְל ףֶֹסיַּו׃הּ  
 
 
And he persisted in 
beating it. 
Num  
22:26–27 
יַּורוֹבֲע הָוהְי־ךְַאְלַמ ףֶסוֹ 
ַוַיּ רֶשֲׁא רָצ םוֹקָמְבּ דֹמֲע
ֵא־ןי ןיִמָי תוֹטְנִל ךְֶרֶדּ
ֹ מְשׂוּ׃לוא  
And Yahweh’s 
messenger persisted 
in opposing, and 
stood in a narrow 
place, where there 
was no way to veer 
right or left. 
ָה אֶרֵתַּו ךְַאְלַמ־תֶא ןוֹתָא
הָוהְי 
 
 
And the jenny saw 
Yahweh’s 
messenger;  
םָעְלִבּ תַחַתּ ץַבְּרִתַּו 
 
 
 
And it lay down 
beneath Balaam; 
ִיַּו ךְַיַּו םָעְלִבּ ףַא־רַח
 ןוֹתָאָה־תֶאֵקַּמַּבּ׃ל  
 
 
And Balaam’s anger 
flared, and he beat 
the jenny with the 
cane. 
Overall, the first iteration is the most expansive, and provides in the first and fourth 
elements phrases indicating the purpose of the characters’ actions: וֹל ןָטָשְׂל “as an 
obstacle for him” in the first element, and הָֹּתטַּהְל “for its veering” in the fourth. In 
addition, the first instance of the first element has appended to it the unrepeated clause 
־לַע בֵֹכר אוּהְומִּע ויָרָעְנ יֵנְשׁוּ וֹנֹתֲאוֹ  “and he was riding his jenny, and two of his lads 
(were) with him,” which is ellipsed in the table. This element not only provides scenic 
detail for the encounter, but also serves to balance the first occurrence of the repeated 
pattern against the second and third, both of whose first elements are considerably 
longer. The first iteration of the sequence also expands the second element, which is 
otherwise identical in all three instances (notwithstanding the Masoretic accents), by 
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adding a description of the messenger. The unvarying repetition of this element may 
be seen as reflective of the steadfastness of the jenny, to which I have made reference 
above.252 
The three versions of the fourth element in the sequence, while decidedly less 
verbatim than those of the second element, still attest some similarity, largely 
revolving around the recurring verbal root כנה , here in the Hiphvil meaning “strike,” 
and the explicitly indicated direct object ןוֹתָאָה־תֶא “the jenny” in the first and third 
occurrences. In addition, the third attestation of this concluding element resounds as a 
forceful climax to the pattern under scrutiny, by means of the added phrases ַא־רַחִיַּו ף
םָעְלִבּ “and Balaam’s anger flared” and לֵקַּמַּבּ “with the cane.”253 
With the second and (to a lesser degree) fourth elements in the sequence 
remaining static across all three repetitions, it falls to the first and third elements to 
generate an escalation of the situation that will move the plot forward to the 
subsequent events, in which the jenny speaks, Balaam finally sees the messenger, and 
so on. These two elements, the messenger’s repeated appearances and the jenny’s 
repeated attempts to avoid this figure, are in dialogue: the donkey responds in each 
case by refusing to approach the messenger unless some suitable way of getting 
around him presents itself; and the venues chosen by the messenger become 
successively narrower in response to the donkey’s repeated attempts to move around 
him. The core of the sequence’s humor resides in this repeated confrontation between 
jenny and messenger, not least because it relegates Balaam—ostensibly the main 
character of the episode—to a peripheral role, in which his actions do nothing to affect 
the story, despite his repeated attempts to assert his will on the course of events. 
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 On alterations in the final instance of a given repeated pattern in biblical literature, see Mirsky 1977. 
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His impotence in this situation is amplified in two ways, both neatly 
encapsulated in the expansive phrase רוֹבֲע הָוהְי־ךְַאְלַמ ףֶסוֹיַּו “and Yahweh’s messenger 
persisted in opposing,” which opens the third iteration of the repeated sequence. In the 
immediately preceding phrase, הָֹּתכַּהְל ףֶֹסיַּו “and he persisted in beating it,” Balaam is 
the subject, and the use of the verb ףסי creates a link between Balaam’s persistence 
here and Balaq’s earlier persistence in Num 22:15, such that both figures come across 
as intent on pushing their own agendas, irrespective of the circumstances arrayed 
against them. Here in Num 22:26, the association of this same verb with Yahweh’s 
messenger further emphasizes the futility of Balaam’s efforts, indicating his stubborn 
insistence on fighting a battle of wills with the divine. The use of the keyword רבע 
here in association with Yahweh’s messenger serves further to highlight this conflict, 
as noted previously.254 Thus, in this compact clause we encounter two words, ףֶסוֹיַּו and 
רוֹבֲע, that work in tandem to link this episode with other parts of the pericope, as well 
as calling attention to one of its overarching themes. 
Ritual Preparations Preceding Oracular Speech (Num 22:41b–23:3, 6; 23:14–15, 17; 
23:28–30) 
Each of the first three oracles is preceded by a series of preparatory acts 
leading up to Balaam’s encounter with God and subsequent poetic utterance. The 
pattern proceeds as indicated in the table on the following page:255 
                                                 
 
254
 See above, p. 314. 
255
 The version of this repeated sequence that I present here is slightly more detailed and specific than 
that appearing in Licht 1978: 72. 
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Step 5 
 בָצִּנ הֵנִּהְו ויָלֵא בָשָׁיַּו
 יֵרָשׂ־לָכְו אוּה וֹתָֹלע־לַע
׃בָאוֹמ 
 
And he returned to him, 
and behold, he was 
standing beside his 
sacrifice, he and all the 
officers of Moab.  
(Num 23:6) 
ֹאבָיַּו ויָלֵא וֹנִּהְו בָצִּנ  וֹתָֹלע־לַע
תִּא בָאוֹמ יֵרָשְׂוֶמֹאיַּו וֹ וֹל ר
ָוהְי רֶבִּדּ־הַמ קָלָבּ׃ה  
And he came to him and 
behold, he was standing 
beside his sacrifice, and 
the officers of Moab 
with him; and Balaq said 
to him, “What did 
Yahweh speak?”  
(Num 23:17) 
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Step 4 
ָלָבְל םָעְלִבּ רֶמֹאיַּו בֵצַּיְתִה ק
ֵאְו ךֶָתָֹלע־לַעהָכְל …  ךְֶלֵיַּו
׃יִפ ֶֽשׁ 
 
And Balaam said to 
Balaq, “Station yourself 
beside your sacrifice, 
that I may go….” And 
he went to a bare height.  
(Num 23:3) 
 ֹהכּ בֵצַּיְתִה קָלָבּ־לֶא רֶמֹאיַּו
־לַע׃ֹהכּ הֶרָקִּא יִכֹנָאְו ךֶָתָֹלע  
 
And he said to Balaq, 
“Station yourself as 
before beside your 
sacrifice, and I shall 
appear as before.”  
 
 
(Num 23:15) 
Ø 
Step 3 
 םָעְלִבּ רֶבִּדּ רֶשֲׁאַכּ קָלָבּ שַׂעַיַּו
קָלָבּ לַעַיַּו  לִיַאָו רָפּ םָעְלִבוּ
ֵבְּזִמַּבּ׃ַח  
 
And Balaq did as 
Balaam had spoken, and 
Balaq and Balaam 
offered up bull and ram 
on the altar.  
(Num 23:2) 
… לַעַיַּו ֹתחְבְּזִמ הָעְבִשׁ ןֶבִיַּו 
ַחֵבְּזִמַּבּ לִיַאָו רָפּ@  
 
…And he built seven 
altars, and he offered up 
bull and ram on the altar.  
 
 
 
 
(Num 23:14b) 
 רַמָא רֶשֲׁאַכּ קָלָבּ שַׂעַיַּו
ַו םָעְלִבֵּבְּזִמַּבּ לִיַאָו רָפּ לַעַיּ׃ַח  
 
 
And Balaq did as 
Balaam had said, and he 
offered up bull and ram 
on the altar.  
 
(Num 23:30) 
Step 2 
 קָלָבּ־לֶא םָעְלִבּ רֶמֹאיַּו
ִמ הָעְבִשׁ הֶזָב יִל־הֵנְבּ תֹחְבְּז
 םיִרָפ הָעְבִשׁ הֶזָבּ יִל ןֵכָהְו
׃םיִליֵא הָעְבִשְׁו 
And Balaam said to 
Balaq, “Build for me here 
seven altars, and provide 
for me here seven bulls 
and seven rams.”  
(Num 23:1) 
ø 
 קָלָבּ־לֶא םָעְלִבּ רֶמֹאיַּו
ֹחְבְּזִמ הָעְבִשׁ הֶזָב יִל־הֵנְבּ ת
 םיִרָפ הָעְבִשׁ הֶזָבּ יִל ןֵכָהְו
׃םיִליֵא הָעְבִשְׁו 
And Balaam said to 
Balaq, “Build for me here 
seven altars, and provide 
for me here seven bulls 
and seven rams.”  
(Num 23:29) 
Step 1 
 וּהֵלֲעַיַּו םָעְלִבּ־תֶא קָלָבּ חַקִּיַּו
אְרַיַּו לַעָבּ תוֹמָבּהֵצְק םָשִּׁמ  
׃םָעָה 
 
And Balaq took Balaam 
and brought him up 
Bamot-Baval, and he saw 
from there the edge of 
the people. 
(Num 22:41b) 
 שֹׁאר־לֶא םיִֹפצ הֵדְשׂ וּהֵחָקִּיַּו
הָגְּסִפַּה…  
 
And he took him (to) 
Sede-S9ophim, to Rosh-
Pisga… 
 
 
 
 
(Num 23:14a) 
 שֹׁאר םָעְלִבּ־תֶא קָלָבּ חַקִּיַּו
ַה רוֹעְפַּה יֵנְפּ־לַע ףָקְשִׁנּ
ֹמיִשְׁיַה׃ן  
 
And Balaq took Balaam 
to Rosh-Pevor, which 
overlooks the waste. 
 
 
(Num 23:28) 
Passage 
Num  
22:41b–
23:3, 6 
Num  
23:14–15, 
17 
Num  
23:28–30 
Table 9: Pattern of Ritual Preparations Preceding Oracular Speech 
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Each iteration takes place according to some version of the following five 
steps: 1) Balaq leads Balaam to a location that provides an optimal view for the task; 
2) Balaam instructs Balaq to build altars and provide sacrificial animals; 3) Balaq 
complies, and sacrifices are performed; 4) Balaam orders Balaq to wait by the 
sacrifices until he returns; 5) Balaq complies. Notification of the fifth step’s 
completion generally comes later, after Balaam has gone aside and has experienced a 
theophany, then returns to find Balaq where he had left him. 
The changes that take place in the second iteration, as against the first, serve 
primarily to highlight Balaq’s reboubled eagerness to achieve the desired curse, after 
the first attempt fails. Thus, this time he proceeds to build altars and perform sacrifices 
without explicit instruction from Balaam; and after the theophany, the addition of his 
question הָוהְי רֶבִּדּ־הַמ “What did Yahweh speak?” further emphasizes Balaq’s renewed 
feeling of urgency. At the same time, however, despite the absence of step 2 in the 
second deployment of the pattern, its identical wording—that is, its lack of variation—
in the first and third iterations emphasizes the prescribed formality of the ritual actions 
involved. Other variations here involve small changes in the language of steps 4 and 5 
(Num 23:15, 17), as against their earlier counterparts (Num 23:3, 6), in ways that call 
attention to the repetition underway here, such as the use of the word ֹהכּ in Num 
23:15, here translated “as before.” We need not dwell on the omission in Num 23:15 
of Balaam’s lengthy explanation of the reasoning behind his instruction to Balaq in the 
first occurrence of step 4 (Num 23:3, partially ellipsed in the table): Balaam need not 
repeat it here, since he has given it already in the prior iteration of the pattern. 
Most significant in the development between the first two iterations is that 
Balaam himself no longer participates in sacrificing the animals provided. This 
persists through the third iteration (Num 23:28–30) as well, which presents a version 
of steps 1 through 3 that otherwise is remarkably similar to that appearing in the first 
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iteration (Num 22:41–23:2): step 1 bears the identical phrase םָעְלִבּ־תֶא קָלָבּ חַקִּיַּו “And 
Balaq took Balaam,” step 2 is an exact replication of the original, and aside from the 
omission of Balaam’s name, step 3 attests only the change of the word רֶבִּדּ to רַמָא. 
This leaves the initial presentation of this pattern as the only one in which he is 
involved directly in the sacrificial part of the process. 
It is in the third iteration, which at first meticulously produces a near-perfect 
duplicate of the original pattern, that the most significant change occurs. After steps 1 
through 3, the pattern aborts, and the following two verses introduce the third oracle in 
a drastically different fashion than the previous two: 
 ַ֣יַּוָ֗עְלִבּ אְרִ֣כּ ם֞ט יֵ֤ניֵעְבּ בוֹ֙הָוהְי יֵ֣רָבְל ֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ךְַ֥לָה־ֹאלְו לַ֖פְבּ־םַע ַֽפְכּ ךְַ֣רְקִל םַע תא
ִ֑שָׁחְנָ֥יַּו םיָ֖בְּדִמַּה־לֶא תֶשׁ׃וי ָֽנָפּ ר ָ֨שִּׂיַּוָ֜עְלִב אָ֗ניֵע־תֶא ם֙אְרַיַּו ויֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ֵֹ֖כשׁ לָ֑טָבְשִׁל ן וי
ְתַּוִ֥הָ֖לָע י֥ר וי׃םי ִֽהלֱֹא ַחוּ  
And Balaam saw that it was good in Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and 
he did not proceed, as in previous instances, to consult auguries, but set 
his face toward the wilderness. And Balaam lifted his eyes and saw 
Israel dwelling in its tribes, and the spirit of Elohim was upon him. 
(Num 24:1–2) 
In addition to constituting a dramatic break from the established pre-oracular pattern, 
these verses describe a radical shift in Balaam’s perspective on Israel and on his own 
task. Here, the insight that compels Balaam to speak the third oracle derives not from 
his divinatory “sight”—note the unexpected mention of his abandonment of nəh9āšîm, 
which I addressed in the section on gapping256—but from his literal, physical sight of 
the people of Israel. It is significant that this occurs here, despite Balaq’s repeated 
attempts in step 1 to pick ritual venues according to his desire to optimize Balaam’s 
physical view of Israel, as expressed in Num 22:41; 23:13, 27, which were discussed 
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 See above, pp. 395–397. 
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previously.257 This implicitly drives home the point that no human attempt at 
controlling the relationship between divinatory and literal sight will have any effect on 
the end result, whose nature is determined solely by God. Thus, the break in the 
repeated pattern of ritual preparation coincides precisely with a new paradigm for the 
employment of Balaam’s talents and the subject of his poetic speech. 
Finally, it is worthwhile to note Balaq’s response to Balaam’s third oracular 
blessing of Israel, which begins with the phrase קָלָבּ ףַא־רַחִיַּו (Num 24:10). This is 
identical to the phrase used to describe Balaam’s own reaction to the behavior of his 
jenny, who already has been beaten twice but still insists on laying down when 
Yahweh’s messenger appears for the third time: םָעְלִבּ ףַא־רַחִיַּו (Num 22:27). This 
simple verbal link stands as one of many parallels between the account of Balaam and 
his jenny and the subsequent confrontation between Balaam and Balaq, a relationship 
whose significance will undergo examination in the following chapter.258. 
Recurring Expressions of Balaam’s Connection to the Divine 
The tightest and most extensive pattern of repetitions that runs through the 
pericope involves a series of statements expressing the specific nature of Balaam’s 
relationship to the divine.259 Two statements to this effect occur in the pericope, both 
in multiple attestations. Most often, they occur in the mouth of Balaam, although God 
is the speaker in two places (the second and third rows in the table below), with the 
                                                 
 
257
 See above, pp. 401–403. 
258
 See below, pp. 492–503. 
259
 The discussion of this series of repeated statements that appears in Licht 1978: 73 is informative, but 
does not move beyond a brief and rather rudimentary analysis. On the other hand, although Meshullam 
Margaliot’s presentation is similarly brief, he appreciated the significance of this pattern, referring to it 
as a sequence of “leading sentences (‘Leitsätze’) which clearly indicate [the Balaam Narrative’s] main 
theme…” (Margaliot 1990: 81). 
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second of these two instances occurring by way of Yahweh’s messenger. These data 
are arranged according to the schema A, B, B, A'+B, B, B, A+B: 
Table 10: Statements Expressing Balaam’s Connection to the Divine 
Verse Type A Type B 
Num 22:18  לַכוּא ֹאל בָהָזְו ףֶסֶכּ וֹתיֵב ֹאלְמ קָלָב יִל־ןֶתִּי־םִא
 וֹא הָנַּטְק תוֹשֲׂעַל יָהלֱֹא הָוהְי יִפּ־תֶא ֹרבֲעַל
הָלוֹדְג 
If Balaq were to give me the fullness of 
his house, silver and gold, I would be 
unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh 
my God to do (anything,) small or great. 
 
Num 22:20  הֶשֲׂעַת וֹתֹא ךָיֶלֵא רֵבַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רָבָדַּה־תֶא ךְַאְו 
But just the word that I speak to you—it 
shall you do. 
Num 22:35  רֵבַּדְת וֹתֹא ךָיֶלֵא רֵבַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא רָבָדַּה־תֶא סֶפֶאְו 
But only the word that I say to you—it 
shall you speak. 
Num 22:38 הָמוּאְמ רֵבַּדּ לַכוּא לוֹכָיֲה 
Am I truly able to speak anything? 
רֵבַּדֲא וֹתֹא יִפְבּ םיִהלֱֹא םיִשָׂי רֶשֲׁא רָבָדַּה 
The word that Elohim puts in my 
mouth—it shall I speak. 
Num 23:12  ִשָׂי רֶשֲׁא תֵא ֹאלֲה רֹמְשֶׁא וֹתֹא יִפְבּ הָוהְי םי
רֵבַּדְל 
Is it not whatever Yahweh puts in my 
mouth (that) I should take care to speak? 
Num 23:26  הֶשֱׂע ֶֽא וֹתֹא הָוהְי רֵבַּדְי־רֶשֲׁא ֹלכּ 
All that Yahweh speaks—it shall I do. 
Num 24:13 יֵב ֹאלְמ קָלָב יִל־ןֶתִּי־םִא לַכוּא ֹאל בָהָזְו ףֶסֶכּ וֹת
יִבִּלִּמ הָעָר וֹא הָבוֹט תוֹשֲׂעַל הָוהְי יִפּ־תֶא ֹרבֲעַל 
If Balaq were to give me the fullness of 
his house, silver and gold, I would be 
unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh 
my God to do (anything,) good or ill, on 
my own. 
רֵבַּדֲא וֹתֹא הָוהְי רֵבַּדְי־רֶשֲׁא 
 
What Yahweh speaks—it shall I speak. 
The extended statements of type A bracket the entire sequence, which is made up, 
significantly, of seven segments. The final segment attests not only the bracketing A 
component, but also a final instance of the B type, thus concluding the pattern with a 
collocation of both statements. In the precise midpoint of the sequence we encounter a 
similar collocation, but here we find the drastically shortened A' statement rather than 
its lengthier A counterpart. 
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Within the bracketed structure formed by the opening and closing occurrences 
of the A type, there occurs an internal bracket formed by the first and last of the 
central five segments (Num 22:20; 23:26), which attest as their final word the verb 
עשׂה  “do,” rather than רבד “speak” as in the other instances. Indeed, this is a trait 
shared by the larger A brackets as well, and so the following verbal pattern is evident 
across the overall sequence: 
 do 
 do 
   speak 
   speak + speak 
   speak 
 do 
 do + speak 
The effect is that the concepts of action and speech are drawn into a relationship that 
stands in pronounced juxtaposition to the connection between ritual action and 
divinatory speech, with which Balaq is so deeply concerned. Whereas the above 
discussion of that pattern ultimately revealed the futility of ritual as a means of 
exerting control over the divinatory process,260 we encounter in the present sequence a 
series of expressions that address Balaam’s fulfillment of God’s will in both action 
and speech. 
The pattern begins with verbal confirmation from both Balaam and God that 
Balaam must act in accordance with God’s instruction (Num 22:18, 20). Yet despite 
the fact that Balaam is able to articulate this principle in his own words, he fails to 
abide by it, instead heading off to Moab on his donkey. The episode precipitated by 
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this misstep concludes in Num 22:35 not by correcting his actions—he has freely 
offered to return home, after all—but by focusing on a different aspect of Balaam’s 
relationship to the divine, namely, speech. This is entirely appropriate given the 
content of the subsequent section, in which Balaam speaks his poetic oracles; and in 
fact this is reflected in the B-type statements that occur in this later part of the 
pericope. Prior to the first and second oracles, in Num 22:38 and 23:12, Balaam says 
that he must speak )ֵאת (ֲאֵשָׁי רִשֱׂא םילִֹהםי\ְיָוה הְבִּפי  “whatever Elohim/Yahweh puts in 
my mouth;” and in the theophany that occurs shortly after each of these verses (Num 
23:5, 16), this is precisely what occurs, as expressed in the repeated clause םֶשָׂיַּו) הָוהְי (
ָדּםָעְלִב יִפְבּ רָב  (in the latter verse, םָעְלִב יִפְבּ is replaced with ויִפְבּ). Then, following the 
second oracle, the verbal pattern shifts back from speech to action in the sixth portion 
of the repeating sequence (Num 23:26). This occurs almost precisely at the moment 
that Balaam adjusts his own actions by abandoning nəh9āšîm, a practice that evidently 
was a part of the ritual preparations leading up to the previous oracles. As a result, he 
is able to speak additional oracular material without recourse to divination, and so the 
pattern comes full circle: by conforming his actions to the will of God, as he himself 
explained he must at the beginning of this pattern, he attains full status as a conduit of 
divine will, transmitting it through speech in the third, fourth, and subsequent oracles. 
This marks the completion of the process by which Balaam is transformed from 
diviner to prophet, the end result of which is highlighted by his reiteration of the 
earlier type A statement, this time in combination with one of type B as well (Num 
24:13). 
The wording of this reiteration is almost identical to the original in Num 22:18. 
It is possible that this might inspire some skepticism about my proposal that Balaam 
actually has changed over the course of the pericope, since his statements at the 
beginning and end of the repeated sequence under examination here are near-perfect 
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copies. I suggest, however, that the situation here is similar to that in Genesis 37, 
where the words וּהְתָלָכֲא הָעָר הָיַּח “a wicked beast has devoured him!” in verses 20 and 
33 occur with vastly different connotations, first in the mouths of the brothers as they 
plot, and later in the mouth of Jacob when he is informed of Joseph’s disappearance. 
Although that context involves two different speakers, Fokkelman’s comments 
nevertheless are applicable to the situation in Sefer Bilvam as well: “Whereas the 
choice of words and their meaning remain unchanged, the sense and value of the 
utterance have been changed and expanded in an intriguing way: the context has been 
drastically altered….”261 Indeed, although Fokkelman’s statement that “it is a different 
character speaking the clause”262 is intended literally in the context of his discussion, it 
may be transferred with a figurative sense to our examination of Balaam, whose 
development as a character has rendered him quite distinct at the end of the pericope 
from what he was at its beginning. 
The important shift thus reflected in this near-copy of the previous statement is 
amplified by the significant change in wording at its end, where the phrase  וֹא הָנַּטְק
הָלוֹדְג “small or great” in Num 22:18 is changed to הָעָר וֹא הָבוֹט “good or ill” in Num 
24:13. This change reflects Balaam’s revised thinking, whereby a new, value-laden 
merism replaces the earlier magnitude-oriented one. In addition, his dependence on 
God’s direction is emphasized by the addition of the word יִבִּלִּמ, literally “from my 
heart,” which I have rendered “on my own.” Finally, the addition of the type B 
statement as the final portion of this concluding expression of Balaam’s relationship to 
the divine brings the entire repeating sequence to a forceful and momentous close. 
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Polyprosopon: Variation for the Sake of Variation 
To conclude our examination of repetition with variation in Sefer Bilvam, I 
offer here an assortment of examples of polyprosopon in the pericope. With the 
exception of a few items that I have addressed above in other contexts, the constituents 
of the following list may be conceived as representative of the range and variety of 
aesthetically-motivated variation present in the text. These items do not constitute a 
comprehensive list, but nevertheless convey a sense of the ubiquity of this feature: 
 Three different neutral terms are used for Israel in Num 22:2–3:  יֵנְבּ
לֵאָרְשִׂי “the children of Israel,” םָעָה “the people,” לֵאָרְשִׂי “Israel” 
 Verb רמא “say” takes the preposition ֶאל  in some places (Num 22:4, 
8, 10, etc.), but ְל-  in others (Num 22:16, 20, 29, etc.) 
 The Moabite emissaries are called ָשִׂרםי  “officers” throughout (Num 
22:8, 13, 14, 18, 35), except in Num 22:18, where they are called 
קָלָב יֵדְבַע “servants of Balaq” 
 Varying forms of the root בבק “curse,” such as הָבָק (Num 22:11, 
17); ַקֹהבּ  (Num 23:8); וֹנבַק (Num 23:13), etc.263 
 God “comes” (ֹאבָיַּו) to Balaam in Num 22:9, 20, but “appears” 
(רָקִּיַּו) to him in Num 23:4, 16 
 Free interchange of םיִהלֱֹא and ְיהָוה , as in Num 23:4, 16 
 Before the first oracle, the group accompanying Balaq is called 
בָאוֹמ יֵרָשׂ־לָכ “all the officers of Moab” (Num 23:6); but before the 
second oracle, they are וֹתִּא בָאוֹמ יֵרָשׂ “the officers of Moab with 
him” (Num 23:17) 
  ֹבקָליַבְיֹאךָיִתְּחַקְל  “to curse my enemies I brought you” (Num 23:11); 
but  ֹבקָליַבְי ֹֽאךָיִתאָרְק  “to curse my enemies I summoned you” (Num 
24:10) 
 The titulary opening the third oracle includes ֲאֵשׁר  “who” (Num 
24:4b); but the fourth oracle omits this word in the same colon 
(Num 24:16c), while adding before it the colon ןוֹיְלֶע תַעַדּ ַעֵֹדיְו “and 
knower of the knowledge of Elyon” (Num 24:16b) 
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To be sure, I have incorporated some of these items into my discussions of other 
literary devices and themes in the pericope. Nevertheless, they function also on the 
level of polyprosopon, just as effectively as the items in this list that I have not 
previously adduced. Thus, these instances of repetition with variation demonstrate the 
degree to which such literature invited a high level of active involvement and close 
attention to detail on the part of the audience, and likewise calls for careful 
examination and appreciation of the minutiae of the text in modern study. 
Structure – Prose 
Earlier, I observed that most of the literary features here might be considered 
in some sense to be manifestations of the phenomenon of repetition. By the same 
token, the same features, and especially repetition itself, often operate on a structural 
level in biblical literature. Repetition in particular provides a remarkably versatile tool 
that can serve multiple purposes, simultaneously reinforcing important themes in a 
given pericope, demarcating its various pieces or stages, drawing those stages 
together, and/or indicating the new developments that have taken place at the point of 
each stage’s arrival. With regard to prose, then, it is no surprise that both Fokkelman 
and Jerome T. Walsh presented extended treatments of repetition in their studies of 
narrative structure in the Bible.264 
Walsh’s volume amounts to a meticulous typology of the various types of 
structural symmetry in biblical narrative. The level of detail in the study is evident in 
the range of subdivisions applied therein to symmetrical phenomena: the work begins 
by examining “reverse symmetry,”265 which includes both chiastic (ABxB'A') and 
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concentric (ABB'A') patterns, and in his estimation is the most common form of 
symmetry in the Bible.266 From there, Walsh proceeded to explore “forward 
symmetry”267 (ABCA'B'C' or AA'BB'CC'), “alternating repetition”268 (ABA'B'A''B''), 
“partial symmetry”269 such as inclusio, complex overlays of symmetrical structures 
that he termed “multiple symmetry,”270 and asymmetry.271 The remainder of the 
volume is concerned with the ways in which literary units, which themselves usually 
evince some form of symmetry, relate to one another, either disjunctively or 
conjunctively.272 Copious examples serve to flesh out each section. 
The range of perspectives offered by Walsh on the variety and significance of 
the various patterns is indeed a useful reference tool, and it also led him to some 
valuable general observations.273 Of particular note in the present context are two of 
these remarks. First, “[s]ymmetry can occur on any linguistic level from small-scale 
phonetic patterns in phrases and sentences to large-scale verbal and thematic patterns 
comprising narrative complexes of many chapters.”274 This accords with my above 
observation that the full range of literary devices already examined here, from 
alliteration upward, can serve a structural or demarcating function in a given text. 
Second, the structural qualities of biblical narrative argue insistently that 
“[i]nterpretation should not limit itself to a linear reading of the text. Intratextual 
comparisons of corresponding elements and sequences can offer fruitful additional 
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avenues for discovering deeper or more complex levels of meaning.”275 This already 
has begun to become apparent with regard to Sefer Bilvam, particularly on the level of 
the elements that constitute the various repeating patterns in the pericope. We have an 
opportunity to explore this principle further in this section, particularly in our synoptic 
examination of these repetitive sequences, and also in the next section, as we map the 
structure of the poetic oracles. 
Walsh’s typology is a highly useful tool, and encourages careful consideration 
of the full range of structural nuances of whatever piece of biblical narrative one might 
wish to study. It offers a multitude of demonstrative examples whose analyses, though 
cursory at times, reckon effectively with the unique challenges of each of the texts 
discussed. A shortcoming of Walsh’s study, however, is that it lacks a clear synthetic 
extrapolation of a set of principles characterizing the contributions of structural 
devices to the overall effect of biblical narrative generally. In this regard, Fokkelman’s 
volume meets with somewhat more success because of its organization not according 
to structural types, but according to the most basic elements of storytelling: action, 
plot, quest, and hero;276 space and time;277 points of view, knowledge, and values;278 
and so on. By approaching the text in this fashion, Fokkelman was able to integrate his 
structural observations in such a way as to indicate their augmentation of the text’s 
narrative fundamentals and their potency. 
Given Fokkelman’s approach, a review of only two of his examples is 
insufficient to demonstrate the entire range of possibilities in this regard. But at the 
least, it provides a sense of the versatility and expressive potential of the structural 
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arrangement of a given narrative, and of some of the ways in which this aspect can 
work in tandem with other literary features as a tool for the communication of 
meaning. For this reason, I intend for the demonstrations I present here to stand not as 
representative of the entire breadth of the Bible’s structural artistry, but rather as a 
concise yet suggestive sampling of some of the ways that structure is utilized in 
biblical narrative, in the hope that increased sensitivity to its employment in these 
instances will increase appreciation of it more generally. The first example speaks to 
the intentionality of narrative structure in the Bible, and also reveal how a structural 
pattern can facilitate the presentation of multiple layers of significance in a single 
narrative. The second example shows how structure can serve as a support for the 
deployment of a story’s spatial aspect. 
 I have had occasion previously to refer to Genesis 37:18–33,279 which deals 
with Joseph’s brothers, their plot to rid themselves of Joseph, and their deception of 
Jacob regarding his fate. The chapter opens, we recall, with Joseph recounting to his 
brothers two dreams whose symbolism suggests their subservience to him. In this 
latter portion of the chapter, the brothers are shepherding in Dothan, where Joseph 
comes to find them. The brothers, still smarting from his recounted dreams, plot to kill 
him and deceive their father by telling him וּהְתָלָכֲא הָעָר הָיַּח “A wicked beast has 
devoured him!” (Gen 37:20). Reuben has compassion on his brother, however, and 
proposes simply throwing him in a pit and abandoning him, a plan to which the 
brothers acquiesce. When a caravan happens by, however, Judah suggests that even 
this may be too strong an action against their own flesh and blood, and that they 
should sell him into slavery instead. After the transaction is completed, Reuben, who 
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apprarently has been absent, returns to the pit and is horrified to discover that Joseph 
is gone. The brothers dip Joseph’s coat in blood and, upon returning home, present it 
to their father, who in his devastation proclaims that וּהְתָלָכֲא הָעָר הָיַּח “A wicked beast 
has devoured him!” (Gen 37:33). 
After drawing attention to certain enigmatic features in the story, such as 
Reuben’s twofold appearance and the repetition of the key phrase וּהְתָלָכֲא הָעָר הָיַּח, 
Fokkelman pointed out that such features fall into place when considered as parts of 
the following concentric structure:280 
A 18–20 Brothers plot to kill Joseph (וּהְתָלָכֲא הָעָר הָיַּח) 
B 21–22 Reuben speaks: “Throw him in this pit.” 
C 23–24 Brothers throw Joseph in a pit 
D 25 Caravan passes 
X 26–27 Judah suggests selling Joseph 
D' 28 Joseph sold to caravan 
C' 29 Reuben discovers that Joseph is missing from pit 
B' 30 Reuben speaks: “What am I to do?” 
A' 31–33 Brothers return to Jacob with coat (וּהְתָלָכֲא הָעָר הָיַּח) 
This formation stands as a clear indicator of authorial forethought in the construction 
of the tale, as Fokkelman indicated: “There is not only linear progress, but circular 
coherence, which has been made possible by the narrator’s grip on his material.”281 
This is not to say, however, that the story’s structure represents nothing more 
than a mere aesthetic flourish. On the contrary, as I have noted previously, there is 
extraordinary richness in the juxtaposition of the brothers’ and Jacob’s identical 
exclamations, which move from one party’s hypothetical plan to another party’s 
aggrieved misperception. Indeed, it is striking that the brother’s intention to deceive 
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their father with this statement actually is never carried out: they mislead him, to be 
sure, but they never speak the words themselves, and Jacob unwittingly plays into 
their plan by reaching the desired conclusion on his own. This richness is amplified by 
the cyclical plotline that runs between these two critical endpoints of the episode, 
since it maps out the sequence by which we gradually experience the shift in 
significance from the key phrase’s first utterance to its second. 
We may go a step further, however, and note that this episode’s structural 
characteristics also fall into line with an ongoing goal in this portion of Genesis, 
whereby the narrative importance of Reuben, the firstborn, is diminished gradually in 
favor of Judah’s ascendancy as the brothers’ leader. In this story there already is an 
unmistakable juxtaposition between the two figures.282 Each suggests a unique course 
of action to the brothers, and ultimately it is Judah’s proposal that wins out, leading to 
Reuben’s dismay in Gen 37:29–30. Several chapters later, Judah’s prominence comes 
to eclipse fully that of Reuben during the brothers’ dealings with their as-yet-
unrecognized brother Joseph in Egypt. In Genesis 42–45, his involvement in the story 
suggests that he is experiencing a gradual process of growth, which culminates in a 
lengthy speech of great sensitivity and eloquence. His words lead to the momentous 
resolution of this major story arc, with Joseph revealing his identity and the family 
reuniting in Egypt.283 
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Needless to say, we encounter in Genesis 37 an early stage in Judah’s rise. But 
even though there is much more still to be revealed in this regard, the structure of our 
story renders undeniable the fact that the process already is underway. First and 
foremost, the placement of Judah at the center of the concentric structure, in a 
structural element that is not repeated elsewhere in the episode, draws attention to his 
leadership and to the fact that his brothers respond to his direction. Fokkelman’s 
observation regarding Genesis 38, the story of Judah and Tamar, is equally applicable 
here: “This extra attention for Judah…sets him up for his major role as the brothers’ 
spokesman in Genesis 44, and prepares us for Judah’s crucial speech (44:18–34) at the 
Egyptian court.”284 Moreover, Reuben’s appearances are set at some distance from this 
pivotal central point in the story, confined almost entirely to the B–B' “ring” of the 
concentric pattern. In this way, the story’s structure works in tandem with its content 
to deepen the significance of the events recounted, to link this story into a much larger 
narrative theme in this portion of the book, and to presage a final outcome that 
remains several chapters in the future.285 
A second example drawn from Fokkelman’s volume is the story of Saul’s 
anointing in 1 Samuel 9–10, in which the structure of the episode facilitates and 
heightens its spatial aspect. Chapter 9 begins with Saul setting out from his home in 
Benjamin to seek his father’s donkeys, which have gone astray. After a lengthy 
journey with no success, Saul reaches the area around Zuph, and his servant suggests 
that they consult a seer who happens to be there. As they are climbing the ascent, they 
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come across a group of girls, who inform them that the seer has just arrived and can be 
found in town. A portentous meeting between Saul and Samuel ensues, after which 
Samuel honors Saul at the head of the town’s sacrificial meal. Their conversation 
following the meal ultimately leads to the prophet’s secret anointing of Saul at the 
beginning of chapter 10, and then his delivery to the new king of a lengthy series of 
instructions and foretellings, including word of the lost donkeys. Saul’s journey home 
involves a brief stint as a participant in a band of ecstatic prophets, which results in the 
proverbial saying ִבְנַּבּ לוּאָשׁ םַגֲה)י(ִאםי  “Is Saul too among the prophets?” (1 Sam 10:11, 
12), and concludes when he arrives home and converses with his uncle, telling him 
that the donkeys have been found but not revealing anything about the anointing. 
Fokkelman observed the neat segmentation of the story into the following 
series of distinct pieces:286 
A 9:1–4 Introduction of Saul; search for donkeys unsuccessful 
B 9:5–10 Servant proposes new quest; they set out to find the seer 
 
C 9:11–14 Girls provide word that seer is in town 
D 9:15–21 First conversation between Samuel and Saul 
E 9:22–24 Samuel honors Saul at sacrificial meal 
F 9:25–26 Second conversation between Samuel and Saul 
G 9:27–10:8 Private anointing of Saul and instructions from Samuel 
 
H 10:9–13 Journey home; Saul’s ecstatic experience 
I 10:14–16 Conversation with uncle 
I preserve here an important element of Fokkelman’s layout, namely, the blank spaces 
between the opening and closing sections, AB and HI, and the lengthy central portion 
C through G. Accordingly, Fokkelman viewed the story as viewed into three distinct 
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parts, “journey there—reception—journey back.”287 Although the story focuses on 
Saul, it is Samuel who drives the central “reception” portion of the tale. 
Several of Fokkelman’s segments are demarcated by explicit spatial referents, 
such as ףוּצ ץֶרֶאְבּ וּאָבּ הָמֵּה “(When) they had come into the land of Zuph…” (1 Sam 
9:5) or ריִעָה הֵצְקִבּ םיִדְרוֹי הָמֵּה “(When) they had descended to the edge of the city…” 
(1 Sam 9:27). These markers sprinkled throughout the narrative provide the key to 
Fokkelman’s mapping of the episode’s nine scenes onto a concise structural pattern: 
“When we take a closer look at the space, the nine scenes prove to have been arranged 
in a compelling order. We find an underlying structure of concentric symmetry, which 
shows that this long story is based on an itinerary of the hero’s: the route of his 
journey.”288 It is particularly important to recognize that the concentric arrangement to 
which he referred is not one of narrative content, as in the above example from 
Genesis 37. Rather, it is an arrangement of the various spaces in which the nine 
segments occur, with the spatial culmination occurring at the highest point both 
geographically and symbolically, that is, the site of the sacrificial meal:289 
E 
D  — in town —  F 
C  — entering/leaving town —  G 
B  — entering/leaving land of Zuph —  H 
A  — leaving/returning to home in Benjamin —  I 
Laying out the locations of the various scenes in this fashion reveals the remarkably 
elegant relationship between the construction of the various pieces of the story and the 
physical travels undertaken by its hero as the narrative proceeds. This relationship is 
                                                 
 
287
 Fokkelman 1999: 103. 
288
 Fokkelman 1999: 104 (emphasis in original). 
289
 The following is adapted from Fokkelman 1999: 104. 
 439 
housed in a specific textual element—the phrases indicating the location of each 
successive scene—that represents the total merging of the structural and spatial 
aspects of this story. 
Again, it is impossible in two examples to encompass the entire range of 
biblical narrative’s structural potential. However, these two examples from 
Fokkelman’s study provide a sense of the device’s versatility, and also call attention to 
the degree to which the stories in the Bible are arranged carefully and deliberately, 
both internally and in relation to each other. With this in mind, we turn now to Sefer 
Bilvam, where we begin at the opening of the pericope and discuss certain structural 
aspects in the prose that accentuate the richness of the text as a literary composition. In 
doing so, however, it is important to recall that as with the other literary devices 
explored in this chapter, although biblical poetry characteristically evinces a tight and 
orderly contruction, this does not mean that prose never exhibits similar patterns of 
formal order. Indeed, the careful arrangement of the prose examples cited above 
attests this fact; and as a consequence, we should resist the urge to label as poetry 
every passage exhibiting some kind of meticulously organized structural aspect. 
The Concentric Pattern in the Opening Verses of Sefer Bilvam 
A case in point presents itself at the very beginning of the pericope. For our 
purposes here, it is helpful to break down Num 22:2–4 into individual clauses, as 
follows: 
 440 
2a   ַ֥יַּוָ֖לָבּ אְר֑פִּצ־ןֶבּ קרוֹ  And Balaq son of S 9ippor saw 
b ֵ֛אָ֥שָׂע־רֶשֲׁא־לָכּ תֵ֖אָרְשִׂי ה׃י ִֽרֹמֱא ָֽל ל  all that Israel had done to the Amorite(s). 
3a ָ֨יַּוָ֜אוֹמ רָגֵ֥נְפִּמ בָ֛עָה יֹ֖אְמ םד  And Moab feared the people much, 
b ִ֣כּ֑ה־בַר יאוּ  for it was great; 
c  ָ֣יַּוָ֔אוֹמ ץָקֵ֖נְפִּמ בֵ֥נְבּ י׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי י  And Moab dreaded the children of Israel. 
4a ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜אוֹמ רֶמאֵ֣נְקִז־לֶא בָ֗יְדִמ ין  And Moab said to the elders of Midian, 
b ָ֞תַּע֤כֲחַלְי ה֙לָהָקַּה וּ   “Now the throng will lick up  
 ִ֣בְס־לָכּ־תֶאֵֹ֔תביוּני  everything around us, 
c ֹ֣חְלִכּ֔שַּׁה ךְֵ֖א רוֹ ֶ֣י תֶ֑דָשַּׂה קֶרה  as the ox licks up the grass of the field.” 
d ָ֧לָבוּ֛פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֶ֥מ רוָֹ֖אוֹמְל ךְֶלב  And Balaq son of S 9ippor was king of Moab  
 ֵ֥עָבּ׃או ִֽהַה ת  at that time. 
As the indentations demonstrate, this portion of the pericope’s prose introduction 
exhibits an extensive complex of significant structural features. Perhaps most obvious 
is the bracketing of the section, at beginning and end, with clauses whose subject is 
“Balaq son of S 9ippor” (Num 22:2, 4d), while statements of which “Moab” is the 
subject occupy the central portion (Num 22:3–4abc). Turning to this central section 
first, we note that it may be divided into two blocks of three lines each (Num 22:3abc, 
4abc). 
The first of these triads is regularly invoked as evidence of the composite 
nature of the text, based on the assumption that the synonymous statements in 3a and 
3c cannot have come from the same source.290 This view is undercut, however, by the 
remarkably close parallelism of the two clauses in question, as follows: 
 דֹאְמ םָעָה יֵנְפִּמ בָאוֹמ רָגָיַּו 
 │ ║ ║ ║ ║ 
 ┌───┘ ╔══╝ ║ ║ synonymous; 
 ballast synonymous identical identical morphologically 
 variant ║ ║ ║ identical 
 ┌───╨──┐ ║ ║ ║ 
 לֵאָרְשִׂי יֵנְבּ יֵנְפִּמ בָאוֹמ ץָקָיַּו 
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I made reference to the phonetic relationship between the first words of the two 
clauses in my discussion of sound echo, above.291 This and the other relationships 
indicated here draw the two clauses together, forming the outer “ring” of a concentric 
structure that foregrounds the intervening clause אוּה־בַר יִכּ “for it was great,” which 
refers to Israel. 
In the second triad (Num 22:4abc) as well, a statement of Israel’s greatness 
occupies the most prominent position (Num 22:4b). Here, it is set off not by flanking 
parallel clauses, but by two other factors: its occurrence in direct speech, and the 
supporting simile immediately following it in Num 22:4c. These six lines, then, follow 
the pattern ABAABC, where the A lines (Num 22:3ac, 4a) are those of which Moab is 
the subject, the B lines (Num 22:3b, 4b) are foregrounded statements of Israel’s 
greatness, and the C line (Num 22:4c) provides metaphorical support for the second of 
the two B lines. 
The central “Moab section” (Num 22:3–4abc) is flanked by clauses of which 
Balaq is the subject (Num 22:2a, 4d), the first of which is followed, once again, by an 
embedded statement of the preeminence of Israel (Num 22:2b). It is noteworthy that 
although Balaq is the grammatical subject in these places, he is not presented as an 
active figure: in Num 22:2a he is the subject of the verb ארה  “see,” and Num 22:4d is 
merely a copulative clause with no verb expressed at all. Against this, we encounter 
the statement in 2b, in which occurs the only active verb appearing in either of the two 
bracketing sections Num 22:2 and Num 22:4d, namely עשׂה  “do,” of which, one notes, 
Israel is the subject. Thus, the content of the section Num 22:2–4 is laid out according 
to the following schematic: 
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Table 11: Structural Schematic of Num 22:2–4 
 Background Foreground 
Num 22:2a Balaq  
Num 22:2b  Israel is great 
Num 22:3ac Moab (chiasm)  
Num 22:3b  Israel is great 
Num 22:4a Moab  
Num 22:4bc  Israel is great (+ simile) 
Num 22:4d Balaq  
The clear symmetry of this concentric pattern is remarkable, especially with regard to 
the prominent central location of the already tersely forceful proclamation אוּה־בַר יִכּ 
“for it was great” that occurs in Num 22:3b. We see also that the three statements of 
Israel’s greatness are arranged in a chronological progression: Num 22:2b describes 
Israel’s past action; Num 22:3b indicates the present state of Israel, as perceived by 
Moab; and Num 22:4b specifies Moab’s fear of Israel’s future activity. Moreover, 
Moab’s fear of Israel’s effect on “all that surrounds [them]” (וּניֵֹתביִבְס־לָכּ־תֶא, Num 
22:4) is amplified by the text’s formal quality: the references to Moab, which occur in 
Num 22:3–4a, are “surrounded” by references to Israel in Num 22:2b and 4bc. 
These types of structural features, especially the parallelism evident in Num 
22:3ac and the pastoral metaphor in Num 22:4c, led Milgrom to suggest a possible 
“original poetic substratum” underlying the text here.292 Against this hypothesis, 
however, stands Kugel’s erudite suggestion that prose and poetry are not diametric 
opposites, but rather the two ends of a spectrum along whose length fall the sundry 
biblical texts. In other words, his view allows for prose texts to exhibit characteristics 
traditionally associated with poetry. Consequently, it is inappropriate to apply the 
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poetic label liberally to all texts that manifest some kind of formalized literary 
character such as parallelism: 
…[T]here is little doubt that Israel did have some [poetic] saga texts 
that have not survived. But to see in every instance of 
parallelism…another fragment of some “long-lost original” seems all 
too convenient. … Furthermore, one wonders why an ancient, sacred, 
“poetic” text would be abandoned and recast as “prose”—and this at a 
time when reading and writing were still relatively rare commodities! 
Certainly literary history of later periods abounds in examples of the 
precise opposite.293 
Instead, then, it is appropriate to recognize the structural qualities identified here as 
heightening elements in a highly formalized introduction that sets the pericope off as a 
new direction in the narrative progression of the book of Numbers, and to set in 
motion the key factors around which the story of Balaam will unfold. 
Two Structural Patterns Presaging Balaam’s Encounter with Balaq 
Licht pointed out that Numbers 22 exhibits two overlapping or “nested” 
structural patterns.294 The first is evident in the sequence of Balaam’s encounters with 
the divine, and the second appears in the similar sequence of the jenny’s sightings of 
Yahweh’s messenger on the road to Moab. Since the second of these sequences occurs 
in a more compact form and exhibits the clear repetition discussed previously,295 I 
simply recall its three elements, as described respectively in Num 22:23, 25, 27, in 
each of which the jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger and responds in systematically 
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escalating fashion, until it simply refuses to proceed in the climactic final instance. 
This ultimately results in Balaam’s encounter with the messenger in Num 22:28–35. 
This encounter, as it happens, is the third component of the other sequence of 
interest here. Its first two components appear respectively in Num 22:9–12, 20, both of 
which are descriptions of incubated nighttime theophanies in which God instructs 
Balaam. This third instance, then, is of a considerably different character: it occurs 
during the day, and it involves not God directly, but a divine messenger. Nevertheless, 
the instruction given to Balaam by the messenger in Num 22:35 is so similar to that 
given by Elohim in Num 22:20 (the only difference being the shift of the final word 
הֶשֲׂעַת “you shall do” to רֵבַּדְת “you shall speak”) that one encounters no intuitive 
difficulty in seeing it as part of the same complex of theophanic encounters 
experienced by Balaam. These two sequences, then, are overlain in Numbers 22:296 
A1 Balaam’s first revelation 
A2 Balaam’s second revelation 
B1 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the first time 
B2 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the second time 
B3 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the third time 
A3 Balaam sees Yahweh’s messenger (thus third revelation) 
As is clear in this layout, the entire pattern involving the jenny is nested between the 
second and third components of that involving Balaam. 
Both of these sequences are of limited significance, however, if they are not 
understood in conjunction with what follows in Balaam’s encounter with Balaq.297 
This encounter likewise involves theophanic experiences as part of the material 
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leading up to each of Balaam’s poetic oracles (Num 22:41–23:6; 23:14–17; 23:28–
24:2). Here, however, whereas the first two iterations of the pattern fall into line with 
one’s expectations, in the third instance the pattern is broken: the preparatory activity 
prior to the third oracle is aborted, as Balaam turns from divinatory practices to 
prophetic inspiration. Thus, we may expand the above layout to include this additional 
sequence:298 
A1 Balaam’s first revelation 
A2 Balaam’s second revelation 
B1 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the first time 
B2 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the second time 
B3 Jenny sees Yahweh’s messenger for the third time 
A3 Balaam sees Yahweh’s messenger (thus third revelation) 
C1 Balaam receives first oracle 
C2 Balaam receives second oracle 
C3 Balaam abandons nəh9āšîm, speaks third and subsequent oracles 
without theophany 
In sum, each of these gradually climaxing tripartite sequences is to be seen not as an 
isolated pattern, but as part of a larger three-times-three structure whose final element 
attains dramatically increased significance by breaking from the expectation 
established by its predecessors. By this point it hardly is surprising that we encounter 
here, therefore, yet another piece of evidence pointing to the dramatic shift at the 
opening of Numbers 24 as a key turning point both in the narrative and in Balaam’s 
career. 
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Structure – Poetry 
Needless to say, the close attention to structural arrangement exhibited in 
biblical prose is even more readily apparent in poetry, whose tightly figured concision 
may be its most immediately perceptible feature. Fitzgerald, for instance, asserted that 
“[t]his consistent use of measured building blocks, short sentences [i.e., cola], is the 
criterion by which OT verse is distinguished from OT prose.”299 This assessment 
would appear to be somewhat of an oversimplification,300 but it does highlight a 
frequently debated question with regard to the structure of Hebrew poetry, namely, the 
identity and nature of the fundamental units out of which it is built. Fitzgerald’s 
statement that the basic unit is the colon is met, for instance, by the view of Berlin, 
who characterized parallelism as “the constructive principle on which a poem is 
built,”301 thereby intimating that the colon actually is a sub-unit of which the true 
building blocks, parallel complexes of cola, are comprised. 
Despite formal differences of opinion on this matter, however, there is general 
consensus regarding how biblical poetry operates on a structural level, particularly 
with respect to the larger complexes comprised of whole sequences of lines and 
couplets. James Muilenberg effectively expressed a view now widely accepted, 
arguing in defense of the term “strophe” for blocks of bicola and/or tricola,302 and 
effectively making the case for viewing these strophes as an integral part of the 
compositional system of Hebrew poetry.303 Specifically, he called attention to the 
simultaneously conjunctive and disjunctive operation of strophic construction, which 
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marks, “on the one hand, the sequence and movement of the pericope, and on the 
other, the shifts or breaks in the development of the writer’s thought.”304 His argument 
proceeded to call attention to both the more obvious strophic delineations, such as 
refrains, and the subtler divisions recognizable in a given poem’s various shifts in 
content or sense. Subsequent to articulations such as Muilenberg’s, Fokkelman 
developed this kind of structural perspective still further, and pointed out that extended 
poems comprising several strophes can exhibit an even higher level of segmentation 
according to which strophes are assembled in groups that he termed stanzas.305 
The range and inconsistency of the terminology employed in scholarly 
discourse on the structure of biblical poetry have the potential to produce significant 
confusion. The following table demonstrates this, and also details the terms that I 
employ as consistently as possible in this dissertation: 
Table 12: Structural Terms Applied to Biblical Poetry 
Terms commonly 
employed in scholarship 
Terms used  
in the present study 
colon 
line 
verset 
stich 
hemistich 
colon 
 
bicolon/tricolon 
couplet/triplet 
distich/tristich 
line 
stich 
verse 
bicolon/tricolon 
couplet/triplet 
(less frequently: line) 
strophe 
stanza 
strophe 
strophe 
stanza 
stanza 
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Most commonly, these units are grouped into twos and threes: lines typically are 
constructed of two or three cola (hence my preference here for terms like 
“bicolon/tricolon” and “couplet/triplet” in lieu of the less specific “line”); strophes 
typically consist of two or three lines; and stanzas generally contain two or three 
strophes. 
Having addressed these fundamental aspects of biblical poetry in general 
terms, we turn now to a close analysis of Balaam’s oracles. The first portion of this 
analysis identifies elements linking the poems to the prose narrative in which they are 
set. The second portion deals at length with the formal concepts just discussed, as it 
examines a series of specific relationships between the oracles themselves. 
Connections Between Balaam’s Poetic Oracles and the Surrounding Prose 
Although the links between the prose and poetry of Sefer Bilvam do not fall 
neatly into a clear structural pattern, it is worthwhile here to observe briefly a number 
of interlocking cross-references that demonstrate the unified thrust of the pericope as a 
whole. As Milgrom noted, the poems not only refer back to the preceding narrative in 
Numbers 22, but also interact directly with their immediate prose context.306 The 
following important points in the prose are engaged in Balaam’s oracular speech: 
1. Balaq summons Balaam from Aram (Num 22:5–20, 36–40) 
2. God alone determines blessing or cursing (Num 22:18, 20, 35, 38; 
23:12, 26; 24:13) 
3. Balaam does not share his donkey’s ability to see Yahweh’s 
messenger, until God uncovers his eyes (Num 22:22–31) 
4. Balaam sees some or all of the people of Israel from a high vantage 
point (Num 22:41; 23:14; 24:2) 
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5. Balaq seeks to elicit a different response from God, either directly 
(Num 23:27) or by directing Balaam toward a new course of action 
(Num 22:16–17; 23:13) 
6. Balaq eagerly requests word of God’s response to Balaam (Num 
23:17) 
7. Yahweh puts words in Balaam’s mouth (Num 23:5, 16) 
8. Balaam sees the orderly arrangement of Israel’s multitude (Num 
24:2) 
Some of these points find emphasis in Balaam’s oracular speech, while others are 
developed or even reversed in some fashion. I proceed here through each oracle, 
identifying the key points of contact with these matters expressed in the prose of the 
pericope. 
The first oracle begins with explicit reference to point 1, Balaq’s summons and 
request that Balaam perform a curse on Israel (Num 23:7). In response, Balaam 
reiterates point 2, a key theme in the overall narrative, here expressed in tight poetic 
diction (Num 23:8). Point 4 finds similar oracular expression in the subsequent verse 
(Num 23:9), as Balaam describes his position at an elevated viewpoint overlooking 
Israel.  
Milgrom interpreted Balaam’s direct address of Balaq in the opening verse of 
the second oracle (Num 23:18) as a response to the king’s eager question הָוהְי רֶבִּדּ־הַמ 
“What did Yahweh speak?” moments before, identified here as point 6.307 Moreover, 
the immediately following statements in this poem (Num 23:19–20) emphasize the 
fact that God does not change his mind as man does, a notion that Balaq appears to 
have some difficulty grasping, since as point 5 indicates, even after this oracle he 
again seeks to elicit a different divine reaction to his request for a curse. Point 2 
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likewise finds emphasis in Num 23:20, where Balaam indicates that he is powerless to 
circumvent the directive to bless Israel. 
In the third oracle, Balaam’s comparison of Israel’s dwellings (Num 24:5cd) to 
the serene and orderly floral imagery presented in the subsequent verse is predicated 
on Balaam’s visual encounter with the Israelite camp according to point 8, where its 
regimented organization is described as ויָטָבְשִׁל ןֵֹכשׁ “residing according to its tribes” 
(Num 24:2). Both this oracle and the subsequent one begin (Num 24:3–4, 15–16) with 
explicit responses to point 7 on the above list, since Balaam’s inspiration in these latter 
poems comes not from God’s direct implantation of words in his mouth, but from true 
prophetic insight: as the phrase רֹעְב וֹנְבּ םָעְלִבּ םֻאְנ “Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor” 
and the subsequent lines indicate, these are Balaam’s own words. This introductory 
sequence opening the third and fourth poems also refers directly to God’s opening of 
Balaam’s eyes, by means of the phrase םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּלְג “uncovered of eyes” (Num 24:4, 16) 
and other expressions, thus recalling Balaam’s inability to see in point 3, which is 
remedied directly by God in Num 22:31, using precisely the same terminology:  לַגְיַו
םָעְלִב יֵניֵע־תֶא הָוהְי “And Yahweh uncovered Balaam’s eyes.” 
In addition to these poetic echoes of the surrounding prose material, the 
dialogue goes the other direction as well. Indeed, Milgrom called attention to the 
degree to which Balaam’s “step-by-step development from seer to prophet,”308 which 
we already have traced by examining the recurring statements of Balaam’s role as a 
transmitter of divine will that appear in the pericope’s prose,309 can be traced also in 
the development of his oracles’ content.310 Most notably, Balaam closes the first 
                                                 
 
308
 Milgrom 1990: 468. 
309
 See above, pp. 426–427. 
310
 The evidence presented in Milgrom 1990: 468 is slightly different than that which I adduce here, but 
both bodies of data stand in service of the same overall argument. 
 451 
oracle with a statement of admiration toward Israel, and expresses his own desire to 
identify with them (Num 23:10). Thus, upon recognizing in the second oracle that 
God’s will is imparted to Israel without recourse to divination (Num 23:23), he brings 
to fruition his alignment with Israel by similarly abandoning such practices in favor of 
direct inspiration (Num 24:1). Thus, we may trace the development of his 
understanding across the first two oracles, and then see him act on it in the subsequent 
prose material. Moreover, the process continues in the third oracle, as he recognizes 
that “blessing or curse is empowered to redound to its author”311 (Num 24:9), an 
observation that reasonably may be conceived as springing from Balaam’s own 
experience as one who has acquiesced fully to God’s decision to bless Israel. Finally, 
the predictions in the fourth oracle detailing Israel’s conquest of Moab return 
“measure for measure”312 Balaq’s desire for a curse against Israel: “Balak of Moab 
who hired Balaam to enable to him to conquer Israel [Num 22:5 and 12, both in prose] 
is now informed by Balaam that Israel will conquer Moab.”313 
These interconnections between the poetry and the prose in Sefer Bilvam speak 
to the unified quality of the pericope as it stands. This is not to say that the entire 
Balaam narrative sprang full-fledged from the mind of the author or authors, since in 
all likelihood it incorporates various older materials. But it is one thing to suggest 
vestiges of pronounced antiquity in the pericope, and another thing entirely to jump 
from this suggestion to the assumption that the work of crafting the present version of 
the text involved little or no authorial activity. As Milgrom stated, “the fusion is so 
thoroughgoing and skillful that the original seams are no longer visible: The redaction 
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is a new artistic creation.”314 The ongoing interaction between the overarching prose 
narrative and Balaam’s poetic insets, which supports and propels the major themes in 
the text, provides ample demonstration of the success of the pericope in its entirety as 
an expressive endeavor. 
Balaam’s Oracles: A Series of Progressive Expansions 
The poetic portions of Sefer Bilvam themselves warrant close structural 
attention. Traditionally, Balaam’s first two oracles have been associated with E, the 
third and fourth poems are viewed as “obvious doublets” of the first two poems and 
thus are connected with J, and the subsequent short sections are seen as “obvious 
additions.”315 My aim here is to set these assertions aside and to examine the poems as 
a complete assemblage, an endeavor that will demonstrate a variety of systematic 
continuities and developments linking oracle to oracle. In other words, I address the 
unifying aspects in the collection of poetry presented here, rather than the various 
oracles’ disjunctive qualities. For this reason, prior source-critical suppositions in this 
regard are rather superfluous for our purposes here; but in addition, I believe that the 
evidence reveals the degree to which such notions actually detract from a full 
appreciation of the connective artistry at work in the poetic portions of Sefer Bilvam. 
As part of this discussion, it is useful briefly to consider the overall 
construction of each poem. With this in mind, we turn to the first oracle, which begins 
with an introductory couplet (Num 23:7ab) that establishes the context for the 
utterance of the poem.316 It is intimately linked with the first full strophe (Num 
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23:7cd–8), which opens with the direct speech of Balaq in a manner that would be 
unintelligible if not for the preparatory information in the opening couplet.317 This first 
strophe, like the two that follow it (Num 23:9; Num 23:10), consists of two couplets, 
and thus after the introductory bicolon the poem as a whole is neatly segmented into 
three balanced strophes of equal length. After recounting Balaq’s commands to 
Balaam in its initial couplet, the first strophe concludes with a pair of parallel 
rhetorical questions indicating Balaam’s inability to defy God’s wishes by cursing 
Israel. The second strophe expands on this idea, providing a verbal description of 
visual details that demonstrate the people’s manifestly blessed status. This strophe is 
flanked by bicola consisting of rhetorical questions: the third strophe begins as the first 
ended, with a pair of such questions, which are expanded by an expression of 
Balaam’s aspiration to share the fate of Israel. The breakdown runs thus: 
7a ֠־ןִמֵ֨חְנַי םָרֲאָ֤לָב יִנק  From Aram Balaq leads me, 
b ֙בָאוֹמ־ךְֶל ֶֽמֶ֔ק־יֵרְרַה ֵֽמ םֶד  the king of Moab, from the mountains of the east: 
c ֙הָכְלִ֣לּ־הָר ָֽא ֹ֔קֲעַי יב  “Come, curse for me Jacob, 
d ָ֖כְלוָּ֥מֲֹעז ה׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי ה  and come, damn Israel.” 
8a ָ֣מֹ֔קֶּא הֹ֥ ל בֹ֖בַּק אֵ֑א הל  How can I doom when El has not doomed, 
b ָ֣מוֹּ֔עְזֶא הֹ֥ ל םַ֖עָז א׃ה ָֽוהְי ם  and how can I damn what Yahweh has not damned? 
9a ֹ֤ רֵמ־י ִֽכּ֙םיִרֻצ שׁאֶ֔אְרֶא וּנּ  For from the top of peaks I see him, 
b ֖עָבְגִּמוּוּשֲׁא תוֶֹ֑רוּנּ  and from hills I apprehend him: 
c ֙םָע־ןֶהָ֣דָבְל ֹ֔כְּשִׁי דן  Behold, a people who dwells alone, 
d ִ֖יוֹגַּבוֹּ֥ ל ם׃ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי א  and among the nations is not reckoned. 
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10a ִ֤מ֙הָנָמ יַ֣פֲע ֹ֔קֲעַי רב  Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
b ָ֖פְּסִמוֹּ֣ר־תֶא רֵ֑אָרְשִׂי עַבל  indeed, number the dust-cloud of Israel? 
c ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die an upright death, 
d ִ֥הְתוִּ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my posterity be like it. 
Balaam’s second oracle exhibits a remarkable series of expansions on the first, 
which is evident only on the basis of a clear understanding of the poem’s strophic 
construction.318 Rather than restating the background information expressed at the 
outset of the first poem, here the introductory couplet (Num 23:18) defines the entire 
oracle as Balaam’s response to Balaq.319 The content of this response begins with the 
subsequent three-line strophe (Num 23:19–20), which exhibits a concentric ABA' 
formation in which the foregrounded central element is a couplet consisting of parallel 
rhetorical questions. This strophe emphasizes the powerlessness of human efforts to 
alter God’s course once it is determined. There follows another three-line strophe 
(Num 23:21–22) that articulates what that immovable course is in this case, namely, 
God’s unwavering favor toward Israel. The next two-line strophe returns to the theme 
of the first strophe, developing the idea of the ineffectuality of human action into an 
expression of its superfluity, by indicating that Israel’s direct contact with the divine 
eliminates their need resort to divination. Likewise, the two-line strophe concluding 
the poem develops the animal imagery and royal tone of the second strophe into a full-
fledged simile detailing the leonine might of Israel. According to this ABA'B' scheme, 
the second oracle reads as follows: 
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18a ֤ק֙קָלָבּ םוָּ֔מֲשֽׁוּ ע  Rise, Balaq, and hear; 
b ִ֥זֲאַהַ֖דָע הָני֥נְבּ י׃ר ֹֽפִּצ וֹ  attend my testimony, son of S 9ippor: 
19a ֹ֣ לִ֥א א֙לֵא שׁיֵ֔זַּכי ִֽו ב  El is neither a man to deceive, 
b ָ֖דָא־ןֶבוָּ֑חֶנְתִיְו םם  nor a mortal to regret. 
c ֤הַה֙רַמָא אוֹּ֣ לְו ֶ֔שֲׂעַי אה  Does he say but not do, 
d ֶ֖בִּדְוֹ֥ לְו ר׃הָנּ ֶֽמיִקְי א  or speak but not establish it? 
20a ֵ֥נִּהֵ֖רָב הָ֑ק ָל ךְיִתְּח  Behold, I have received (instruction to) bless; 
b ֵ֖רֵבוֹּ֥ לְו ךְ׃הָנּ ֶֽביִשֲׁא א  and (when) he has blessed, I cannot revoke it. 
21a ִ֥בִּה־א ֹֽ לָ֨א טי֙ןֶוֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  One perceives no misfortune in Jacob, 
b ָ֥אָר־ֹאלְוָ֖מָע הֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבּ לל  and sees no distress in Israel: 
c ָ֤והְי֙ויָהלֱֹא ה֔מִּע וֹ  Yahweh his god is with him, 
d ַ֥עוּרְתוֶּ֖מ ת׃וֹֽבּ ךְֶל  and a king’s acclaim is in him. 
22a ֵ֖אָ֣איִצוֹמ לָ֑רְצִמִּמ םםִי  El, their liberator from Egypt, 
b ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת׃וֹֽל ם  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
23a ִ֤כַּ֨נ־ֹאל י֙שַׁחֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  For there is no augury in Jacob, 
b ֶ֖ק־ֹאלְוֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבּ םֶסל  and no divination in Israel: 
c ֵ֗עָכֵּ֤מָאֵי תֹ֙בקֲעַיְל ר  At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob 
d ֵ֔אָרְשִׂיְלוָּ֖פּ־הַמ ל׃ל ֵֽא לַע  and to Israel what God has done. 
24a ֙םָע־ןֶהִ֣בָלְכּ ֔קָי איםוּ  Behold, a people who like a lion rises, 
b ִ֖רֲאַכְוַנְתִי יָ֑שּׂא  like a lion320 rouses itself: 
c ֹ֤ ל֙בַכְּשִׁי אֹ֣ י־דַע ֶ֔ט לַכאףֶר  It does not rest until it devours prey 
d ִ֖לָלֲח־םַדְו׃ה ֶֽתְּשִׁי םי  and drinks the blood of the slain. 
A synoptic examination of these first two poems reveals a careful system of 
expansion whereby each line of the first two strophes in the initial oracle (Num 
23:7cd–8; Num 23:9) is expanded into a full strophe (or, in one case, two strophes) in 
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 Here I translate both איִבָל and יִרֲא as “lion,” since the usual means of distinguishing the two terms, 
e.g. “lion–young lion” and “lioness–lion,” are unsatisfactory. 
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 ni sdia edis yb edis smeop owt eht fo txet werbeH eht tuo gniyaL .elcaro dnoces eht
 :nrettap siht fo noitingocer eht
 elcarO dnoceS elcarO tsriF 
 מן־ארם ינחני בלק a7:32
 מלך־מואב מהררי־קדם b
 ——— 
 a81:32 קום בלק ושמע לכה ארה־לי יעקב c
 b האזינה עדי בנו צפר: ולכה זעמה ישראל: d
 ———  
 a91 לא איש אל ויכזב  
 b ובן־אדם ויתנחם  
 c ההוא אמר ולא יעשה מה אקב לא קבה אל a8
 d  :ודבר ולא יקימנה  :ומה אזעם לא זעם יהוה b
 a02  ה ברך לקחתיהנ  
 b  :וברך ולא אשיבנה  
 ——— ——— 
 a12  און ביעקבהביטלא־  
 b  עמל בישראלראהולא־  
 c יהוה אלהיו עמו  
 d  :ותרועת מלך בו  
 a22 אל מוציאם ממצרים  
 b  :כתועפת ראם לו  אראנו־מראש צרים כי a9
 ———  אשורנוומגבעות  b
 a32  לא־נחש ביעקבכי  
 b ולא־קסם בישראל  
 c כעת יאמר ליעקב  
 d  :ולישראל מה־פעל אל  
 ———  
 a42  כלביא יקוםהן־עם  לבדד ישכןהן־עם c
 b  יתנשאוכארי   :יתחשבובגוים לא  d
 c לא ישכב עד־יאכל טרף  
 d  :ודם חללים ישתה  
 ——— 
 מי מנה עפר יעקב a01
 ומספר את־רבע ישראל b
 תמת נפשי מות ישרים c
 ותהי אחריתי כמהו d
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This synoptic layout amply demonstrates the range of connections between the two 
oracles, each of which warrants specific comment here. As an introductory line, the 
second oracle’s opening couplet (Num 23:18) bears a functional correspondence to the 
opening bicolon of the first poem (Num 23:7ab), which is strengthened somewhat by 
the similar use in both lines of parallel referents for Balaq. These two couplets attest 
wholly unrelated content, however; and an examination of the bicolon opening the 
initial oracle’s first full strophe (Num 23:7cd) demonstrates that this, in fact, is the true 
analogue for the second oracle’s introductory line. On the one hand, the earlier line 
presents Balaq’s direct speech to Balaam, replete with imperative forms bearing final 
hê: “Come, curse for me Jacob, / and come, damn Israel.” On the other hand, the line 
from the second poem stands as a direct counterpoint, with speaker and addressee 
reversed, and similarly attests several imperatives including another with final hê: 
“Rise, Balaq, and hear; / attend my testimony, son of S 9ippor.” 
The remainder of the first oracle’s initial strophe (Num 23:8) presents a 
response to Balaq’s commands in the previous couplet in the form of two parallel 
rhetorical questions. In effect, this couplet expresses the key point in this poem, which 
is expanded in the strophe to follow. Likewise, the first full strophe in the second 
oracle (Num 23:19–20) offers an extended version of much the same statement, 
foregrounding in its central line another set of parallel rhetorical questions. Moreover, 
like Num 23:8, the couplet concluding this strophe (Num 23:20) is in the first person, 
and describes Balaam’s personal inability to countermand God’s will with regard to 
blessing and cursing.321 
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 An alternative interpretation might be to see this as a two-line strophe, with the first line (Num 
23:19ab) associated instead with the preceding couplet to form a full two-line introductory strophe. This 
would yield a full-strophe expansion in this poem of each of the four lines in question from the first 
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Upon reaching the initial couplet of the first oracle’s second full strophe (Num 
23:9ab), first we encounter the particle יִכּ “for,” which serves to mark a shift in the 
poem whereby the thrust of the preceding material is explained by way of the evidence 
presented in what follows; thus, Balaam’s inability to obey Balaq by acting against 
God’s wishes, expressed in the previous strophe, is explained here by way of his 
visual witnessing of Israel’s unique character in this strophe. Turning to the second 
oracle, however, we discover that the couplet marking this shift in the first poem, Num 
23:9ab, is expanded here into two strophes. First, there appears a three-line strophe 
(Num 23:21–22) that opens with a line attesting two verbs referring to sight, טיבה 
“perceive” and ארה  “see,” just as Num 23:9ab exhibits the roots ארה  “see” and שׁרו  
“apprehend.” Following this, there appears a two-line strophe (Num 23:23) similarly 
demarcated by the particle יִכּ, which undertakes a similar shift from the statements in 
the two preceding strophes—no human, not even Balaam, is capable of changing the 
course that God has set (Num 23:19–20); Israel is secure in their connection with their 
God (Num 23:21–22)—to elaborate on these respective points in this strophe and the 
one that follows (Num 23:24).322 In addition to recasting features from the single 
bicolon Num 23:9ab, these two strophes in the second oracle (Num 23:21–22; Num 
23:23) share another highly suggestive connection in the similar wording of their 
opening couplets: ֹאל ___ ֹבקֲעַיְבּ  / ֹ לא ___ לֵאָרְשִׂיְבּ  “No ___ in Jacob; no ___ in Israel.” 
Moreover, it is noteworthy that in the exact center of the five lines comprising these 
                                                                                                                                            
 
oracle, including Num 23:7cd. However, in my view the content of Num 23:19ab fits better with the 
two couplets that follow it, hence my inclusion of it in the three-line strophe Num 23:19–20. 
322
 In both of these poems, Tosato 1979: 100–101 and 103–104 recognized יִכּ as demarcating the 
beginning of a new strophe, but failed to observe its function as an indicator of the shift between each 
respective poem’s two rhetorical “halves.” This is of particular concern in the second poem, which 
Tosato divided into five strophes, not four, attributing to them a rather forced concentric ABCB'A' 
structure on the basis of tenuous and ultimately unpersuasive evidence. Thus, his analysis likely would 
have benefited from closer attention to this particular detail. 
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two strophes, we encounter the refrain  םָאיִצוֹמ לֵאםִיָרְצִמִּמ \ םֵאְר תֹפֲעוֹתְכּוֹל  “El, their 
liberator from Egypt, / is like the horns of a wild ox for him” (Num 23:22), which is 
repeated again in the third oracle. 
The first oracle’s second strophe ends with a couplet (Num 23:9cd) that calls 
attention to the distinctive quality of the people of Israel, by way of the opening 
expression םָע־ןֶה “Behold, a people….” The couplet concludes with the passive 
Hitpavel ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי “is (not) reckoned,” which was discussed in Chapter 3.323 Turning to 
the second oracle, we encounter a two-line strophe (Num 23:24) whose first line 
parallels Num 23:9cd in both of these aspects: it begins with the identical phrase םָע־ןֶה 
“Behold, a people…,” and it concludes with the Hitpavel ָ֑שַּׂנְתִיא  “rouses itself.” The 
remainder of the strophe expands the lion metaphor by graphically describing its 
killing and consuming of prey (Num 23:24cd). 
Thus, the first two strophes of Balaam’s initial poetic utterance are adapted and 
expanded, line by line, to form the entire content of the second oracle. This 
remarkably systematic series of connections stands as compelling evidence of a single 
unifying compositional impetus. The only significant section in the first oracle that 
lacks an analogue in the second is the concluding strophe (Num 23:10), in which 
Balaam responds to the clear prosperity of Israel by wishing the same fate upon 
himself. As it turns out, however, the analogue is to be found not in Balaam’s poetic 
utterance, but in the action following the second oracle: having declaimed within the 
oracle itself the absence of divinatory practices in Israel, he proceeds in Num 24:1 to 
reaffirm his alignment with Israel by himself abandoning these very practices. Thus, 
the connection that Balaam draws between himself and Israel is expressed first 
                                                 
 
323
 See above, pp. 98–105. 
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through speech, and then through action—a dichotomy whose significance in this 
pericope I have examined elsewhere.324 
A shift occurs in the third and fourth oracles, whereby the introductory couplet 
of the previous two poems becomes a full strophe in which Balaam ascribes to himself 
a range of prophetic titles. In the third oracle, this strophe consists of a bicolon and a 
tricolon (Num 24:3–4). The remainder of the poem consists of a series of three-line 
strophes.325 In the first (Num 24:5–6), Israel’s dwellings are described by means of a 
series of lush floral similes. The next strophe (Num 24:7–8ab) picks up on this series 
and on the concurrent references to water, replacing simile with metaphor in stating 
the bounty experienced byIsrael. Beginning with this opening bicolon (Num 24:7ab), 
the strophe presents an escalating series of couplets that move from Israel’s internal 
prosperity to its success over and above other nations (Num 24:7cd), and thence to a 
slightly altered repetition of the refrain introduced in the second oracle (Num 24:8ab). 
The final strophe (Num 24:8cde–9), whose opening colon is loosely linked to that of 
the preceding strophe by means of some phonetic similarities, returns to an expression 
of domination by force, again employing lion imagery in its second line, and 
concludes with a recasting of the well-known formula from Gen 12:3: ךְוּרָב ךָיֶכֲרָבְמ \ 
רוּרָא ךָיֶרְרֹאְו “Those who bless you are blessed, / and those who curse you are cursed” 
(Num 24:9cd). Thus, the poem breaks down as follows: 
                                                 
 
324
 See above, p. 426. 
325
 As with the second oracle, Fokkelman 2001: 211 presented a different poetic breakdown for this 
text, but did not discuss his preference. 
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3a ֻ֤אְנ֙םָעְלִבּ ם֣נְבּ ֹ֔עְב וֹר  Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor, 
b ֻ֥אְנוֶּ֖גַּה ם רֶבֻ֥תְשׁ׃ןִי ָֽעָה ם  and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye; 
4a ֻ֕אְנֵֹ֖משׁ םֵ֑א־יֵרְמִא ַעל  utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El, 
b ֶ֨שֲׁאֵ֤זֲחַמ ר֙יַדַּשׁ הֶ֔זֱחֶֽי ה  who sees the vision of Shadday, 
c ֵ֖פֹנ֥לְגוּ ל׃םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּ  prostrate and uncovered of eyes. 
5a ֹ֥טּ־הַמֶ֖לָהֹא וּבֹ֑קֲעַי ךָיב  How good are your tents, O Jacob, 
b ֶ֖תֹנְכְּשִׁמ׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי ךָי  your dwellings, O Israel! 
6a ִ֣לָחְנִכָּ֔טִּנ םיוּי  Like palm trees they are stretched out, 
b ֹ֖נַּגְכֵּ֣לֲע תָ֑הָנ יר  like gardens along a river; 
c ֙םיִלָהֲאַכַּ֣טָנ ָ֔והְי עה  like aloes Yahweh has planted, 
d ִ֖זָרֲאַכּ׃םִי ָֽמ־יֵלֲע םי  like cedars along water. 
7a ַ֨מ־לַזּ  ִֽי֙םִיָ֣דִּמ ָ֔יְלו  Water drips from his boughs, 
b ֖עְרַזְוַ֣מְבּ וִֹ֑בַּר םִיםי  and his seed is in many waters. 
c ְוֹ֤רָי֙גַגֲא ֵֽמ ם֔כְּלַמ וֹ  And his king shall be exalted above Agag, 
d ֵ֖שַּׂנִּתְו׃וֹֽתֻכְלַמ א  and his kingdom shall be lifted up. 
8a ֵ֚א֣איִצוֹמ לַ֔רְצִמִּמ וֹםִי  El, his liberator from Egypt, 
b ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת֑ל םוֹ  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
c ַ֞כֹאיִ֣יוֹגּ לָ֗רָצ םוי  He consumes nations, his oppressors, 
d ֶ֛היֵתֹמְצַעְוֵ֖רָגְי םם  and their bones he devours, 
e ָ֥צִּחְו׃ץ ָֽחְמִי וי  and (with) his arrows smites. 
9a ַ֨רָכַּ֧כָשׁ עִ֛רֲאַכּ בי  He crouches, laying in wait like a lion; 
b ְכוִּ֖בָלִ֣מ איֶ֑מיִקְי יוּנּ  and like a lion, who will rouse him? 
c ֶ֣כֲרָבְמ֔רָב ךָיךְוּ  Those who bless you are blessed, 
d ֶ֖רְרֹאְו׃רוּֽרָא ךָי  and those who curse you are cursed. 
Although the connections between this oracle and the prior one are less 
systematic than those between the first and second oracles, nevertheless we find here a 
number of important formal developments that draw on the material presented in the 
preceding poem. Specifically, in view of the second poem’s ABA'B' structure, it is the 
B and B' strophes (Num 23:21–22, 24) that provide the basis for the third oracle’s 
expansions. Again, a synoptic layout of the two poems is helpful: 
 264 
 elcarO drihT elcarO dnoceS 
 a3:42 נאם בלעם בנו בער קום בלק ושמע a81:32
 b  :ונאם הגבר שתם העין  :האזינה עדי בנו צפר b
 a4 נאם שמע אמרי־אל  
 b אשר מחזה שדי יחזה  
 c  :נפל וגלוי עינים  
 ——— ——— 
 לא איש אל ויכזב a91
 ובן־אדם ויתנחם b
 ההוא אמר ולא יעשה c
 a5  יעקבמה־טבו אהליך   :ודבר ולא יקימנה d
 b  :ישראלמשכנתיך   נה ברך לקחתיה a02
 a6 כנחלים נטיו  :וברך ולא אשיבנה b
 b כגנת עלי נהר ——— 
 c  יהוהכאהלים נטע   יעקבלא־הביט און ב a12
 d כארזים עלי־מים׃  ישראלולא־ראה עמל ב b
 ———  אלהיו עמויהוה c
 a7 יזל מים מדליו ותרועת מלך בו: d
 b וזרעו במים רבים אל מוציאם ממצרים a22
 c  מלכווירם מאגג   :כתועפת ראם לו b
 d  :מלכתוותנשא  ——— 
 a8 אל מוציאו ממצרים כי לא־נחש בי a32
 b כתועפת ראם לו ולא־קסם בישראל b
 כעת יאמר ליעקב c
  :ולישראל מה־פעל אל d
 ——— ——— 
 c יאכל גוים צריו הן־עם כלביא יקום a42
 d ועצמתיהם יגרם  יתנשאכאריו b
 e  :וחציו ימחץ  
 a9 כרע שכב כארי לא ישכב עד־יאכל טרף c
 b  נויקימ מי כלביאו  :ודם חללים ישתה d
 c מברכיך ברוך  
 d  :וארריך ארור  
 ssel ylbaredisnoc si smeop owt eseht neewteb knil eht ,tnetnoc fo smret nI
 fo yteirav a ,sselehtreveN .selcaro dnoces dna tsrif eht neewteb taht naht tcerid
 fo ehports lluf dnoces eht ,ereh nwohs sA .sevlesmeht tneserp snoitcennoc tnacifingis
 sehports owt otni elcaro driht eht ni dednapxe si )22–12:32 muN( elcaro dnoces eht
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(Num 24:5–6, 7–8ab) by way of the recurrence of a series of four elements in 
precisely the same order that they occur in the earlier poem: first, the parallel pair ֹבקֲעַי 
// ֵאָרְשִׂיל  “Jacob // Israel;” second, the divine name Yahweh; third, a reference to 
kingship by way of the root ךלמ; and fourth, the refrain, which constitutes the 
concluding line of a three-line strophe in both poems. 
Likewise, the final strophes of both poems exhibit a number of similarities. In 
the second oracle, this strophe (Num 23:24) consists of a couplet in which parallel lion 
similes appear, and a second couplet expressing overwhelming destructive might, 
partially by means of the word כאל  “devour.” The third oracle’s reworking of this 
material inverts this order, beginning with a tricolon (Num 24:8cde) detailing the 
destruction of enemies that similarly utilizes the root לכא, and then proceeding with a 
bicolon employing additional lion imagery in which the two words used for “lion” 
(איִבָל and יִרֲא) are reversed,326 but as before, איִבָל is associated closely with the root 
םוק. Note also that both strophes prominently attest the root שׁבכ  in their figurative 
speech. 
Above, I noted that the B' strophe in the second oracle (Num 23:24) develops 
the theme expressed in the B strophe (Num 23:21–22), namely that Israel’s connection 
with Yahweh provides them with inviolable security. In that poem, the B' strophe’s 
development consists of an extension of internal security to external dominance. The 
theme explored in these two strophes is expanded in the third oracle into three 
strophes: in addition to presentations of Israel’s serene and luxurious existence 
(internal) and its formidable might (external) in the first and third strophes, the 
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 This may be considered an instance of Seidel’s Law, whereby an earlier passage is cited at a later 
point with certain aspects presented in reverse. See Seidel 1978, which is a reprint of the original 1955–
1956 publication in which Moshe Seidel first described the device. His approach has undergone 
refinement in subsequent scholarship. See, e.g., the literature cited in Levinson 2002: 18–19 n. 51. 
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intervening strophe creates a bridge between the two, indicating both Israel’s 
prosperity and its supremacy over other nations. 
Aside from its introductory strophe, which expands that of the previous poem 
by adding a single colon, the fourth oracle deviates entirely from the connective 
pattern established in Balaam’s earlier utterances. It is important to recall that the 
surrounding narrative calls explicit attention to this, by way of Balaam’s statement that 
unlike his prior poems, this prophetic speech as a whole will be devoted to the 
prediction of future events: 
ָ֕תַּעְוִ֥נְנִה הֵ֖לוֹה יִ֑מַּעְל ךְ֙הָכְל יָ֣עיִא ֔ךְָצֶ֨שֲׁא ֶ֜שֲׂעַי רָ֥עָה הֶ֛זַּה ם֖ךְָמַּעְל הִ֥רֲחַאְבּ ׃םי ִֽמָיַּה תי  
“And now, behold, I go to my people. Come, I will counsel you 
(regarding) what this people will do to your people in the end of days.” 
(Num 24:14) 
From this perspective it is unsurprising that the poem bears a less clear connection to 
the other oracles, since the only statement in the preceding three poems that appears to 
refer to future events is the couplet Num 24:7cd in the third oracle. That said, 
however, there remain in this poem a few noteworthy links to the prior ones. 
The oracle as a whole breaks down into three strophes, the first of which (Num 
24:15–16) is the aforementioned expansion on the introductory sequence attested 
previously in the third oracle. Here, the addition of the colon ןוֹיְלֶע תַעַדּ ַעֵֹדיְו “and 
knower of the knowledge of Elyon” (Num 24:16b) results in a series of three bicola, 
rather than the bicolon–tricolon combination attested in the earlier attestation. This is 
facilitated further by the omission of the relative pronoun רֶשֲׁא in Num 24:16c, which 
renders this colon more suitable as the A-component of the final couplet. Following 
this strophe appears another of two lines (Num 24:17abcd) that explicates the future-
oriented temporal character of the poem, and then declares the theme of the oracle by 
describing a ruler who will arise from Jacob/Israel. The translation of the phrase  ךְַרָדּ
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ֹבקֲעַיּ ִֽמ בָכוֹכּ as “A sprout from Jacob shall rule” is based on the two-part interpretation 
of Shelomo Morag.327 First, he suggested that the root ךרד exhibits a semantic 
development from “trample, tread” to “rule,” as in Ugaritic; and second, he 
highlighted a semantic relationship across the Semitic languages between the realms 
of light and flora, comparing the word בָכוֹכּ to Arabic L0, which means both “star” and 
“grass, low herb,” and also pointing out that טבנ “bud” corresponds etymologically to 
Akkadian nabāt [u “be(come) bright, shine.” This enabled him to propose the meaning 
“sprout” for בָכוֹכּ, which stands as a better parallel for טֶבֵשׁ “staff.” In any case, 
however one interprets the implications of the parallel metaphors in this couplet, the 
poem’s concluding three-line strophe (Num 24:17ef–19) clarifies the intent of the 
image by presenting a series of exploits involving forcible conquest and destruction. 
According to this scheme, the poem reads as follows: 
15a ֻ֤אְנ֙םָעְלִבּ ם֣נְבּ ֹ֔עְב וֹר  Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor, 
b ֻ֥אְנוֶּ֖גַּה םֻ֥תְשׁ רֶב׃ןִי ָֽעָה ם  and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye; 
16a ֻ֗אְנֵֹ֨משׁ םַ֙עֵ֔א־יֵרְמִא ל  utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El, 
b ֵֹ֖דיְוַ֣דּ ַע֑יְלֶע תַעןוֹ  and knower of the knowledge of Elyon; 
c ֵ֤זֲחַמ֙יַדַּשׁ הֶ֔זֱחֶֽי ה  seer of the vision of Shadday, 
d ֵ֖פֹנ֥לְגוּ ל׃םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּ  prostrate and uncovered of eyes. 
17a ֶ֨אְרֶא֙וּנֹּ֣ לְו ָ֔תַּע אה  I see it, but not now, 
b ֶ֖רוּשֲׁאֹ֣ לְו וּנּ֑רָק אבוֹ  I apprehend it, but not soon: 
c ַ֨רָדָּ֜כוֹכּ ךְֹ֗קֲעַיּ ִֽמ בב  A sprout from Jacob will rule, 
d ָ֥ק ְוֵ֨שׁ ם֙טֶבֵ֔אָרְשִׂיִּמ ל  and a staff from Israel will rise. 
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e ֙ץַחָמוֵּ֣תֲאַפּ ָ֔אוֹמ יב  And he will smite the corners of Moab 
f ַ֖ק ְרַקְו׃ת ֵֽשׁ־יֵנְבּ־לָכּ ר  and the region of all the children of Seth; 
18a ָ֨יָהְו֜דֱא הָ֗שֵׁרְי םוֹה  and Edom shall be an inheritance, 
b ָ֧יָהְוָ֛שֵׁרְי הִ֖עֵשׂ הָ֑בְיֹא ריוי  and an inheritance shall be Sevir—his enemies. 
c ֵ֖אָרְשִׂיְוֹ֥ע ל׃לִי ָֽח הֶשׂ  And Israel does valorously, 
19a  ֵ֖יְוַיּ ִֽמ ְדְּרֹ֑קֲעב  and descends from Jacob, 
b ִ֥בֱא ֶֽהְוִ֖רָשׂ די׃רי ִֽעֵמ די  and destroys the remnant from the city. 
In addition to the expanded version of the previous oracle’s introductory 
strophe, this poem proceeds to open the next strophe with a couplet (Num 24:17ab) 
that employs precisely the same word pair attested in the first oracle (Num 23:9ab), 
namely ארה  // שׁרו  “see // apprehend.” The subsequent strophe brings to a climax the 
descriptions of destructive might that occur in the prior two poems, even reusing the 
word ץחמ “smite” (Num 24:17e) from the third oracle (Num 24:8e); but here, the lion 
imagery is abandoned in favor of a specification of the targets of Israel’s domination 
by force. 
Although the oracles’ historical implications occupy our attention elsewhere,328 
it is worthwhile as we examine the schematic layout of these four major poems to 
consider a set of potential chronological referents within this material that appears to 
constitute a significant organizational principle. I refer specifically to the various 
references to kingship that occur across Balaam’s poetic utterances. In the first oracle, 
no such reference exists; rather, Israel is praised instead for its sheer numbers. The 
second oracle refers to kingship only obliquely, with the word ךלמ occurring only as a 
nomen rectum: ֶמ תַעוּרְתוּבּ ךְֶלוֹ  “and the acclaim of a king is in him” (Num 23:21d). 
This suggests that, as a consequence of Yahweh’s support as indicated in the 
preceding colon, there is something kingly or regal in Israel’s character, perhaps even 
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the propensity to be a successful monarchy. In the third oracle, direct statements 
appear in parallel cola (Num 24:7cd) that speak of the success of Israel’s king and 
kingdom, specifically referring to the king’s exaltation over the Amaleqite king Agag, 
who was defeated by Saul. Finally, the references to בָכוֹכּ “sprout” and טֶבֵשׁ “staff” in 
the fourth oracle (Num 24:17cd) were interpreted by Rashi and Ibn Ezra as referring to 
David, partially on the basis of the immediately following references to “smiting the 
corners of Moab” (בָאוֹמ יֵתֲאַפּ ץַחָמוּ, Num 24:17e) and to the conquest of Edom/Sevir 
(both are called a הָשֵׁרְי “inheritance” in Num 24:18ab).329 Indeed, David’s subjugation 
of the two regions identified explicitly here is recorded in 2 Sam 8:2, 12, 14. 
Moreover, Morag called attention to the idiomatic possibilities in the word בָכוֹכּ 
“sprout,” which, he proposed, could bear the figurative meaning “offspring” or even 
“successor.”330 This latter rendering accords beautifully with an interpretation of the 
fourth oracle as referring to David, and all the more so in light of the prior oracle’s 
implicit reference to Saul.331 
To be sure, this evidence likely should be viewed not as representative of the 
poems’ major thrust, whether individually or collectively, except perhaps in the case 
of the fourth oracle, whose content is dominated by references to the conquest of 
specific nations adjacent to Israel. Rather, it is to be seen as a series of subtler points 
that provide touchstones according to which the oracles’ thematic development can be 
traced. For this reason, it is important to exercise caution as we evaluate the 
significance of this pattern. 
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Nevertheless, it is striking that this aspect of Balaam’s four oracles, when 
taken in this way, presents in perfect sequence a chronological schema of Israel’s pre-
monarchic and early monarchic history as envisioned in the narratives of the Bible. 
Accordingly, the first oracle may be seen as representative of the Wandering Period, 
during which Israel was a numerous people without an established system of rule. The 
second oracle could represent the period of Israel’s incursions into the Promised Land, 
with the lion imagery of Num 23:24 standing as an indication of their ferocity as a 
conquering force, and the statement in Num 23:21d referring to their first steps along 
the path toward monarchy. The third oracle’s implicit reference to the reign of Saul 
would represent Israel’s initial proto-monarchy, together with both the concomitant 
establishment of internal security as expressed in the figurative language of Num 24:6, 
and the still greater force of Israel’s might reflected in the expansion of the lion 
imagery in Num 24:9. Finally, the fourth oracle would appear to focus on the arrival of 
the great King David, whose firmly established kingdom permits the concern of the 
poem to rest solely on the conquest of neighboring nations, in the most aggressive 
formulations of Israel’s might presented anywhere in the pericope (Num 24:17ef–19). 
With this in mind, it is worthwhile to take a moment to consider the floral 
imagery that occurs in the third oracle, which would refer to the first inception of a 
true monarchy for Israel according to the above scheme. Each of the four forms of 
plant life mentioned in Num 24:6, palms–gardens–aloes–cedars, contributes a unique 
angle to the verse’s overall picture of lush serenity. Palm groves typically grow in arid 
regions where groundwater or surface water is present, such as wadis and desert 
oases.332 According to Michael Zohary, a date palm “[b]egin[s] to bear fruit at the age 
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of five years,”333 and Christopher J. Eyre indicated that the tree takes “about twenty 
years to reach full productivity.”334 From this standpoint, the palms of Num 24:6a 
suggest not only fertility and abundance, but also the stability and longevity that a 
people would look to its king to provide and maintain. The gardens of the next colon 
(Num 24:6b), whose location רָהָנ יֵלֲע “along a river” represents a different type of 
terrain, call to mind a significant investment of resources purely for the sake of luxury: 
this is not a crop to be harvested, but a carefully cultivated landscape intended for 
human enjoyment. Likewise, the aloes in Num 24:6c would have been prized for their 
aromatic resin, and hence would constitute a luxury item. Moreover, Israel’s primary 
access to the succulent plant and products made from it would have been via trade, 
since it is “an exotic plant not found in Israel”335 growing instead in the dry, rocky 
terrain of Yemen and Soqotra. Finally, the cedars in the verse’s final colon grow at 
elevations above 5000 feet336 and did not lend themselves to intensive agricultural 
production per se, but still were in extremely high demand, for resin and oil as well as 
timber.337 
This particular array of plant life, then, felicitously suggests a carefully 
selected and uniquely balanced combination of fertility, security, longevity, and 
luxury. In addition, the range of terrain types to which this sequence alludes—oasis, 
flood plain, desert, and mountain—appears thoughtfully calculated to depict a large 
and diverse geographical area, which works together with this verse’s sense of stable 
security to suggest the domain of a firmly established monarchy. The couplet that 
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follows (Num 24:7ab) presents further statements of water in excess, thereby 
reinforcing the notion of abundance and prosperity. But in addition, the second colon 
of this pair, which reads ְבּ וֹעְרַזְוםיִבַּר םִיַמ  “and his seed is in many waters,” and which 
normally is understood as a simple indicator of abundance,338 might be taken with a 
slightly different nuance. Specifically, in line with the range of different kinds of 
terrain implied in the previous verse, one might interpret “many waters” here as a 
reference to a similar range of water “types,” such as groundwater, river water, 
irrigation, dew, rainwater, and so on. In this way, the couplet in Num 24:17ab would 
express neatly parallel expressions of prosperity, with the first clause, ִיוָיְלָדִּמ םִיַמ־לַזּ  
“Water drips from his boughs,” indicating an excess of water (quantitative), while the 
second suggests unrestricted access to a variety of different water sources 
(qualitative). 
In sum, the floral imagery in the third oracle is not a simple assortment of 
ornamental references to plant life, but rather a carefully constructed sequence that 
transmits a rich and multilayered network of meanings. This sequence serves 
effectively in the employ of the staged chronological trajectory that I am proposing for 
the oracles, by simultaneously presenting in the third oracle a reference to Israel’s first 
monarchy (Num 24:17cd) and a series of expressions pointing to the internal peace 
and prosperity associated with that development (Num 24:16, extended in 17ab). 
Again, this inward focus is replaced in the fourth poem, where the perspective shifts 
outward to conquest beyond the bounds of Israel. If indeed the fourth oracle refers to 
David, this shift in focus may imply that according to the perspective suggested here, 
by the time of David’s reign the kingdom experienced such internal success that it 
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does not warrant additional mention in the fourth oracle, in which Israel’s attention is 
directed, therefore, entirely to external matters. 
The three brief codas concluding Balaam’s series of prophetic utterances are 
not long enough to exhibit significant poetic structure in themselves. However, if we 
continue with the hypothesis I have just described regarding the longer poems, 
according to which they proceed to a climax in the fourth oracle’s references to 
David’s exploits in the vicinity of Israel, we see that these brief sections pick up on the 
chronological theme in a particularly meaningful way. For the sake of reference, I 
present here these three brief poetic statements: 
 ִ֤שׁאֵר֙םִיוֹגּ תיֵ֔לָמֲע ק  First of the nations is Amaleq, 
 ֖תיִרֲחַאְוֵ֥דֲע וֹ׃ד ֵֽבֹא י  but its fate (goes) to destruction. 
(Num 24:20) 
 ֙ןָתיֵאֶ֔בָשׁוֹֽמ ךָ  Permanent are your dwellings, 
 ִ֥שְׂוֶ֖סַּבּ םי׃ךָ  ֶֽנִּק עַל  and your nest is placed in the crevice. 
 ִ֥כֶּ֖יְהִי־םִא יָ֣בְל הָ֑ק ר ֵֽעןִי  Nevertheless, Qayin will be for a conflagration, 
 ָ֖מ־דַע֥שַּׁא ה׃ָךּ ֶֽבְּשִׁתּ רוּ  when Assyria captures you. 
(Num 24:21–22) 
 ֕אִ֥מ יוֶֹ֖יְחִי י֥מֻשִּׂמ ה׃ל ֵֽא וֹ  Alas, who can live apart from El’s determination? 
 ֙םיִצְוַ֣יִּמ ִ֔תִּכּ דםי  Though boats (come) from the direction of Kittim, 
 ֥נִּעְו֖שַּׁא וֵּ֑ע־וּנִּעְו רוּרֶב  and afflict Assyria, and afflict Eber, 
 ֖ה־םַגְוֵ֥דֲע אוּ׃ד ֵֽבֹא י  even he (goes) to destruction. 
(Num 24:23–24) 
These three short oracles are notoriously challenging, even termed by Milgrom 
“among the most difficult in all Scripture.”339 Their inherent obscurity 
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notwithstanding, I submit the following suggestion as a basis for their interpretation. 
In Chapter 3, I proposed a date for this pericope somewhere in the latter half of the 8th 
century BCE.340 If we take up this hypothesis once again and apply it to this material, 
we find that like the four longer poems, the utterances concluding Sefer Bilvam exhibit 
a chronological scheme. Here, however, the three sections correspond respectively to 
past, present and future. The prophecy against Amaleq takes up the theme of David’s 
conquests introduced in the immediately preceding oracle, and looks back to his reign 
by referring to his success against yet another people, as documented in 1 Samuel 30, 
and later in 2 Sam 8:12. 
In the Samuel account of Israel’s defeat of the Amaleqites, the Kenites are 
among those allowed to share in the spoils (1 Sam 30:29), which may help explain 
Balaam’s concern with them in his next utterance. Here, the Kenites are described 
positively, but also warned of their destruction and captivity at the hands of Assyria. 
In Judg 4:11 we are informed of a group of Kenites living north of the Galilee, who 
certainly would have been under threat from the Assyrians around the time of Tiglath-
Pileser III’s annexation of Damascus in 732. Given our working hypothesis for the 
dating of Sefer Bilvam, this utterance is eminently suitable as a reference to present 
time, regardless of whether or not one believes the content of the utterance, Assyria’s 
capture of the Kenites, to have happened already at the time of composition. 
This perspective is strengthened still further by the final utterance. Here, the 
reference to ִמ םיִצםיִתִּכּ דַיּ  “ships from the direction of Kittim” likely should be 
interpreted not as a literal reference to residents of the island of Cyprus itself, but 
rather as a more general idiom broadly designating Mediterranean peoples, as in the 
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Arad letters341 and also in later biblical342 and postbiblical literature.343 One notes in 
particular that the ships are not identified as coming from Cyprus specifically, but 
rather םיִתִּכּ דַיִּמ “from the direction of Kittim.” The thrust of the utterance seems to be 
that even if a future conqueror is able to overcome the greatest known military power, 
that is, Assyria, he still will be subject to the will of El. The nonspecific character of 
this statement, combined with the implied heralding of Assyria as a consummate 
destructive force, suggests that we see here the limit of the author’s historical 
knowledge, and that the utterance presents a theologicized outlook on whatever future 
events may transpire.344 
Thus, according to the interpretive hypotheses I have offered, all of Balaam’s 
oracles, which significantly number seven in all,345 are mapped along a chronological 
pattern that moves stage by stage through time, as follows: 
First oracle: Wandering 
Second oracle: Pre-monarchy 
Third oracle: Early Monarchy 
Fourth oracle: David’s Reign Fifth oracle: Past (David’s reign) 
 Sixth oracle: Present (Assyrian threat) 
 Seventh oracle: Future (unspecified events) 
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In addition, it is worthwhile to consider the geographical implications of the peoples 
referenced in the oracles, and specifically those who are presented as enemies of 
Israel. These are: 
 Moab 
 the “children of Seth” 
 Edom/Sevir 
 Amaleq (and their king Agag) 
 the Kenites 
 Assyria 
 the “ships from the direction of Kittim” 
 Eber 
Of this group, three may be set aside immediately. The phrase ָכֵּשׁ־יֵנְבּ־לת  “all the 
children of Seth” in Num 24:17 comes across as a collective term for many peoples. 
Milgrom described it as “a general designation for all the nomadic groups descended 
from Abraham,”346 and as such it contributes little to an examination of the specific 
peoples in question here. The Kenites are presented in a positive light, and the identity 
of Eber, though somewhat obscure, may refer to the area west of the Euphrates, that is, 
ֵעֶב ר)ַהָנָּהר(  “(the land) across the river (from Assyria),” and accordingly would 
designate the area occupied by the westward-expanding Assyrian empire.347 Thus we 
are left with Moab, Edom/Sevir, Amaleq, Assyria, and the ships from the West. 
The use of style-switching and setting-switching in Sefer Bilvam led me to 
propose in Chapter 3 that the pericope is of Judahite origin.348 Balaam’s fourth oracle 
may provide additional support for this notion in its reference only to Moab and 
Edom/Sevir, since the account of David’s victories over these peoples in 2 Samuel 8 
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also refers to other groups, notably including the Arameans of Syria and the 
Ammonites. Consequently, it is striking that Balaam’s fourth oracle refers only to 
peoples neighboring Judah, and makes no mention of those who are more distant and 
share borders with the northern kingdom.349 If we take Judah as the center of the 
pericope’s perspective on this basis, the groups specifically identified as enemies of 
Israel present a remarkable geographical picture: Moab is to the east of Judah; 
Edom/Sevir is to the south; Assyria’s activities in the region would have begun in the 
north; Amaleq was a group residing primarily in areas internal to Judah; and the ships 
represent a general reference to peoples to the west across the Mediterranean. Thus, 
the oracular material concluding the pericope, beginning with the fourth of the longer 
poems, presents a holistic geographical schema by making explicit mention of Israel’s 
adversaries in all directions, including internally. Assuming this suggestion is correct, 
this feature would stand side-by-side with the proposed chronological arrangement 
discussed above as yet another striking organizational principle in Sefer Bilvam. 
At this point it is important to highlight an entirely different perspective on 
these brief poetic sections. Milgrom presented all of the relevant data, although he 
stopped short of a firm statement of the view in question.350 This interpretation 
revolves around a different identification of two of the peoples named in the fourth 
and subsequent oracles, namely, תֵשׁ־יֵנְבּ־לָכּ (Num 24:17) and רוּשַּׁא (Num 24:22, 24). In 
the first case, Milgrom indicated that the “children of Seth” are “[p]robably [to be] 
identified with the tribal Shutu mentioned in the Egyptian execration texts of the early 
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second millennium B.C.E. as a nomadic group somewhere in Canaan.”351 This group 
also may receive indirect mention in the Ugaritic epic of 'Aqhat (see CAT 1.18:IV:6 
[partially broken], 27; 1.19:IV:53, 57). In all but the last of these places, the word št 
appears as part of the title mhr . št, applied appositively to Yat [pan. According to 
Margalit, the phrase is to be translated “warrior of Shutu,”352 a reading accepted by 
Simon Parker, who glossed the title “the Sutean warrior.”353 As for the term רוּשַּׁא, 
Milgrom suggested that this name refers to a nomadic group called the Asshurim, 
mentioned elsewhere only in Gen 25:3, 18 and Ps 83:9.354 
If these suggestions are correct, then all of the peoples named by Balaam in 
these sections would be desert peoples in the vicinity of Judah. Such an interpretation 
would suggest that this material points not to the historical circumstances of the 8th 
century BCE, but rather to encounters between the Israelites and other peoples in the 
region before the establishment of the United Monarchy. This would permit the entire 
pericope to be dated as early as the 10th century BCE; and it also would appear to 
comport with J. C. de Moor’s contention that the םיִתִּכּ דַיִּמ םיִצ “ships from the 
direction of Kittim” (Num 24:24) refers to the activities of the Sea Peoples at the end 
of the Late Bronze Age (12th century BCE).355 This assessment stands as an elegant 
means of understanding the obscure material in Balaam’s final oracles, without 
recourse to the literary explanations articulated at length above. 
However, there remain several troubling aspects of such a hypothesis. The 
Ugaritic references to the Shutu are not at all certain, as demonstrated in DULAT, 
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where the word št is understood as “tearing apart, separation, desolation,” and the 
phrase mhr . št is glossed accordingly as “the destructive warrior.”356 Aside from these 
uncertain references, which themselves predate the biblical material by centuries, the 
only other mentions of the group derive from as much as a millennium prior to the text 
from Numbers. That a textual witness from the Bible—even one as early as the 10th 
century—exists for this group represents an assumption of considerable magnitude. In 
addition, this is the only people identified in Balaam’s oracles by means of a phrase, 
תֵשׁ־יֵנְבּ “children of Seth,” rather than the gentonym alone. This suggests that a more 
general reading of the term as a broad reference to the inhabitants of the region may be 
appropriate. Indeed, as noted above, Milgrom himself appears to have concurred with 
this assessment. After his identification of this term with the Shutu, he continued, 
“Hence, this is a general designation for all the nomadic groups descended from 
Abraham….”357 
As for the Asshurim, whose identity in the Bible is an enigma and who are 
unattested outside of this corpus, the evidence suggesting that the term רוּשַּׁא refers to 
this group in the present context, rather than to Assyria, is entirely circumstantial and 
relies on one’s acceptance of the other elements of the larger hypothesis in question. 
With respect to both רוּשַּׁא and תֵשׁ־יֵנְבּ־לָכּ, then, this alternative interpretation 
necessitates overlooking the plain surface meaning of these terms—the peshat [, as it 
were—in favor of tenuous connections with obscure groups about which nothing 
substantial is known. 
Moreover, the incompatibility between this hypothesis and the geographical 
and chronological schemata evident in the poems’ structure and organization, as 
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articulated above, reveals that such an interpretation is more impressionistic than the 
position I have espoused in this study, since it does not account for the presentation of 
the text as as it stands in as detailed or systematic a fashion. Nor does the alternative 
view address the fact that the historical circumstances of the 8th century, to which the 
Deir vAllā inscriptions have been dated, represent a felicitous context for the 
permeation of traditions about Balaam into the Judahite sphere. Consequently, 
although the elegant simplicity of this hypothesis is noteworthy, I maintain that the 
interpretation of Balaam’s final oracles that I have expressed above stands as the best 
fit between the text and the relevant historical data. 
Individual Literary Devices as Building Blocks for the Deployment of Major 
Themes 
The challenges of Sefer Bilvam, which increase as the pericope proceeds, will 
not be solved in the space of a single study. Nevertheless, this sustained examination 
of a variety of literary devices evident in the text has yielded a number of unique 
interpretive hypotheses that speak to the fruitfulness of a literarily attuned approach to 
this material. Although these hypotheses range in generic context from prose to 
poetry, in scope from minute to sweeping, and in certainty from undeniable to purely 
conjectural, their strength lies in their apprehension of the text as a unified work. 
Specifically, I have approached the many cruces, difficulties, and enigmas in the 
pericope from the standpoint that they are not “problems” to be attributed to editorial 
work or textual corruption, a view that ultimately can amount, at its worst, to the 
simple avoidance of the task of finding solutions for such challenges. Rather, I have 
attempted to remain open to the possibility that while the material in this pericope 
evinces numerous obscurities, the way to their clarification may lie in the discovery of 
an overarching system of internal logic, a poetics that has guided the development of 
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the text as it stands. To be sure, irrefutable proof of this kind of guiding principle 
remains elusive; but the degree to which the approach undertaken here has facilitated 
new perspectives that differ, quite drastically at times, from those offered in prior 
discourse indicates that there remains a wealth of untapped interpretive possibilities 
that are yet to be explored, in this specific pericope and, by extension, in biblical 
literature more generally. The justification for such an approach, therefore, lies in its 
provision of access to precisely these kinds of new perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 6 
LITERARY THEMES AND CONTEXTUAL CONNECTIONS 
IN SEFER BILvAM 
Introductory Remarks 
Having considered the nature and mechanics of the various literary devices 
discussed in the previous chapter, we turn now to an examination of literary aspects of 
Sefer Bilvam that operate on a larger scale. The first part of this chapter explores 
tropes and themes internal to the pericope itself, which frequently build directly upon 
the perspectives and concepts intimated by the smaller-scale literary devices discussed 
above. The second part of the chapter examines the interaction between this pericope 
and its broader biblical context, considering its connections both with the immediately 
surrounding material and with passages situated at some distance from Numbers 22–
24. 
Themes in Sefer Bilvam 
Already, we have encountered important thematic expressions in this text that 
are asserted culumatively by means of numerous literary details, and that extend in 
some cases across most or all of the pericope, including both prose and poetry, along 
arcs whose contours are defined by extensive patterns of recurring and/or rigorously 
organized indicators. It is worthwhile here to consolidate and reiterate the broader 
synthetic observations resulting from the above examination of these features, in the 
form of a concise array of themes attributable to Sefer Bilvam on the basis of this 
concrete textual and literary evidence. This discussion, however, is not limited solely 
to themes that I have identified previously. Rather, these are incorporated into a 
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broader list that includes other important themes, as well as certain additional tropes 
recognizable from their attestations elsewhere in biblical literature. 
The Greatness of Israel as Indicative of a Unique Connection to the Divine 
The affirmation of Israel’s greatness probably is the most immediate theme one 
encounters in the pericope as a whole, in large part because it stands as the primary 
subject of Balaam’s oracles. In addition, however, I detailed above how the tightly 
structured prose introduction to the pericope (Num 22:2–5) pushes this very point to 
the foreground.1 Other indicators in the prose guide us in this direction as well, such as 
God’s initial response to Balaam in Num 22:12, where he instructs Balaam not to 
curse Israel “because it is blessed” (אוּה ךְוּרָב יִכּ). But the most pointed and specific 
elaborations of Israel’s greatness arise later, in the poetic oracles spoken by Balaam. 
There, Israel is identified as enviably numerous (Num 23:10); privy to direct 
communications of divine will (Num 23:23); secure and fertile (Num 24:6–7); and 
possessed of ferocious military prowess (Num 23:24; 24:8–9, 17–19). All of these 
traits are presented as signs confirming Israel’s unique status (Num 23:9) as a people 
bearing a special connection to God, which is expressed most directly in the refrain 
appearing in the second and third oracles (Num 23:22; 24:8ab), and also in the brief 
but explicit statement to this effect in Num 23:21cd. Additional reinforcement is to be 
found in Balaam’s oracular statements that Yahweh has blessed Israel, and hence has 
no intention of cursing them (Num 23:7–8, 19–20), and in the fourth oracle’s 
expression of their overwhelming defeat of their enemies (Num 24:17–19). 
                                                 
 
1
 See above, pp. 439–443. 
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Because the theme of Israel’s greatness is so overt, my isolation of it here may 
come across as a statement of the obvious. However, as we proceed through some of 
the deeper themes in the text, it will become clear that Israel’s unique connection to 
the divine, as evident in these numerous attestations of their success and prosperity, 
actually operates as one of the most pertinent underpinnings of the pericope’s 
message. 
Lampooning the King of Moab 
Against Israel’s greatness as expressed in the pericope, there exists an equally 
overt balancing element in the satirical portrayal of Balaq, king of Moab. The 
combination of his importunate overestimation of the value of wealth and fame (Num 
22:16–17; 24:11), his insistence on the meticulous repetition of empty ritual (Num 
23:2, 14, 30), and his conviction that all of these things can provide him, or anyone, 
with the ability to bend the divine will to his own (Num 22:6, 17; 23:13, 27) result in 
an impression of Balaq as a man of exceedingly narrow vision. Despite an endless 
stream of divinely originating indicators that his desire to curse Israel will not be 
fulfilled, he unwaveringly belabors the same materialistic and worldly practices, 
evidently certain in each instance that the denial of his wishes is merely the result, 
alternately, of Balaam’s refusal to cooperate or of some minute deficiency in his 
preparatory efforts.2 Indeed, by the end of the pericope, all appearances indicate that 
Balaq has never moved any closer to an understanding of what has transpired. 
As Jacob Milgrom pointed out, Balaq’s status as the story’s antagonist, as 
against the protagonist Balaam, provides additional means of lampooning the king. 
                                                 
 
2
 These competing alternatives are addressed above, pp. 399–404. 
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Specifically, as the succession of oracles proceeds from one to the next, Balaq is 
progressively downgraded in power and significance: “In the first oracle Balak is king 
of Moab (23:7); in the second, the son of Zippor (23:18), that is, and ordinary mortal; 
and in the third and fourth oracles he disappears entirely.”3 Moreover, the pericope 
ends with a final punctuation of this systematic denigration of the king. The encounter 
between Balaq and Balaam has transpired in Balaq’s homeland, thus requiring an 
extended journey on the part of the Aramean to reach the scene of the action. But in 
Num 24:25, we encounter the following statement: 
 ָ֣יַּוָ֔עְלִבּ םָקֵ֖יַּו םָ֣יַּו ךְֶלֹ֑מקְמִל בָשָׁ֖לָבּ־םַגְו וַֹ֥לָה ק׃וֹֽכְּרַדְל ךְ  
And Balaam rose and went and returned to his place, and Balaq also 
went on his way. 
Robert Alter recalled that the statement “so-and-so returned to his place” is a 
formulaic way of indicating a character’s departure from the narrative, and indeed it 
serves here to demarcate the conclusion of Sefer Bilvam.4 But it is striking that 
Balaam, who has traveled so far to reach the present location, is describe quite simply 
as returning to his place, while it is Balaq, in whose homeland the bulk of the story has 
unfolded, who goes on his way. Thus, the denigration of Balaq concludes with his 
being deprived, literarily speaking, of a place to which to return, while the man he had 
hoped to hire to do his bidding, who has come from a distant land, is elevated above 
the king and awarded the final destination that the king is denied. 
                                                 
 
3
 Milgrom 1990: 468. 
4
 Alter 2004: 816. 
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Negative Assessment of Divination and Empty Ritual Practices 
Obsession with correct ritual procedure is criticized forcefully in Sefer Bilvam. 
In the previous chapter, I closely examined the sequence of formalized activities 
preceding the first two oracles, and also the third in truncated form.5 This pattern is 
presented as utterly ineffectual in producing the desired effect, or indeed any effect, on 
the divine message to follow. This is the case despite Balaq’s repeated attempts to find 
a propitious location at which to follow the prescribed series of protocols. The pattern 
is so unproductive that Balaam abandons it mid-stream after the second oracle, setting 
aside divination in favor of direct prophetic inspiration (Num 24:1). 
It is no coincidence that this verse intimately links divination with empty ritual. 
While it is never explicitly condemned, such human-initiated contact with the divine is 
presented as inferior to true prophecy, which is initiated by God. Nor can the 
expression of this view with respect to Israel in Num 23:23 be taken as an indicator 
that true prophecy is unique to Israel, since Balaam’s abandonment of divination is 
followed shortly thereafter by the statement that םיִהלֱֹא ַחוּר ויָלָע יִהְתַּו “upon him was 
the spirit of Elohim” (Num 24:2), and his subsequent oracles are voiced as genuine 
prophetic revelations. 
The overall force of the pericope’s perspectives on these matters is not that not 
that ritual practices are worthless and divination ineffectual, but rather that neither 
constitutes a means by which a human can evoke change in the world. Balaq’s initial 
summons of Balaam is predicated on his belief that as a diviner, Balaam wields the 
power to bless and curse as he sees fit (Num 22:6). Likewise, his careful attention to 
ritual detail before each of the first three oracles betrays his similar belief that if he 
                                                 
 
5
 See above, pp. 420–424. 
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performs the prescribed actions correctly, the divine message will shift to conform 
with his will. It is striking that as his repeated efforts in this regard are systematically 
thwarted, he only grows more frustrated, while Balaam, in contrast, learns from the 
process and adjusts his own actions to accord more closely with those of a true 
prophet. 
Balaam’s Transformative Journey from Mercenary Diviner to True Prophet 
In the previous chapter I called attention to a sequence of repeated statements 
extending across the entire pericope that speaks to Balaam’s relationship to the divine, 
and traced Balaam’s gradually developing understanding of this relationship as the 
story proceeds.6 Recognition of this pattern is essential to an understanding of the full 
picture painted by the pericope, not only because it renders Balaam a marvelously rich 
and complex character, but because it is the only means for us to understand his 
otherwise obscure “vacillations between [the] apparently…diametrically opposed 
positions” of mantic and prophet.7 Here I offer a re-examination of this process of 
development, incorporating both my analysis of the previously identified pattern and 
my earlier discussion of the keyword ארק.8 I present the result as a series of stages, 
demarcated to an extent by these two features and further defined by the surrounding 
narrative content. 
Balaam begins as a mercenary diviner, content to take Balaq on as a business 
client, who does not correct misconceptions about his power over reality. In his first 
encounter with Balaq’s messengers, whom Balaq has sent to summon (ֹארְקִל) him, he 
                                                 
 
6
 See above, pp. 426–427. 
7
 Margaliot 1990: 77. 
8
 The relevant sections are to be found above, pp. 314–319 and 424–428. 
 486 
has an opportunity to contradict the king’s belief, stated in Num 22:6, that  ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא
רָאוּי רֹאָתּ רֶשֲׁאַו ךְָֹרבְמ “whom you bless is blessed, and whom you curse will be cursed.” 
He does not do so in Num 22:8, however, nor does he recount Balaq’s statement to 
God in Num 22:10. Even after his first dialogue with God, he informs the emissaries 
(Num 22:13) that God will not allow him to go with them, but says nothing about 
God’s instruction not to curse Israel. Whether Balaam himself agrees with Balaq’s 
assessment remains at this point an open question. 
Soon after, Balaq sends a second group of messengers who apparently offer 
Balaam an increased payment. Balaam responds by clarifying that the issue is not the 
fee, but rather his own obligation to abide by God’s instructions. Thus, although he 
remains content to proceed if God allows him to do so, here he admits that his actions 
(תוֹשֲׂעַל, Num 22:18), at least, must conform to God’s will. We may describe Balaam 
here as a diviner, somewhat less mercenary since the fee is a non-issue, but still 
content to offer his services provided he receives divine permission to do so. 
In the theophany to follow, however, Balaam reveals a shortcoming in his 
understanding by failing to recognize the rhetorical thrust of God’s communication to 
him. Balaam misreads God’s statement (Num 22:20), which says that he may proceed 
if the men have come to summon (ֹארְקִל) him, as permission to go along, since, after 
all, the men did summon (ֹארְקִל) him (Num 22:5) in a purely literal sense. But the 
weight of the term ארק here implies something more, since it is not his mere presence 
that the men seek on behalf of their king, but the employment of Balaam’s (ostensible) 
power to bless and curse. Thus, here Balaam is invited to recognize that since he 
himself is not the true source of this power, the messengers’ summons is misdirected 
and he should not proceed with them. His failure to grasp this nuance suggests that on 
some level he, like Balaq, believes himself to be the object of this request, and thus to 
possess within himself some real power over the natural world. This is in spite of the 
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additional clue provided by God in the second half of the verse, where he clarifies that 
Balaam’s actions (from עשׂה , Num 22:20) must accord precisely with God’s 
instructions, which happen to have been provided previously (Num 22:12), and which 
have expressly forbidden Balaam not just from going to Moab, but also from cursing 
Israel. Here, too, Balaam misses the point, and this failure, together with his simplistic 
understanding of the weighted term ארק, suggests that although he understands that 
his travel to Moab—his action—is contingent on God’s permission, he shares Balaq’s 
mistaken belief that his speech, and the power associated with it, are his to control. 
Believing that God has changed his mind, Balaam saddles his donkey and sets off to 
Moab. He may be described here as a diviner who recognizes that his actions are 
subject to God’s direction, but does not understand that this applies also to his speech. 
Balaam’s confrontation with Yahweh’s messenger at the end of the jenny 
episode demonstrates a breakthrough in his understanding about these issues. Upon 
seeing the messenger in the road and hearing what this figure has to say, he states that 
ךְֶר ָ֑דַּבּ יִתאָרְקִל בָצִּנ הָתַּא יִכּ יִתְּעַדָי ֹאל יִכּ יִתאָטָח “I have sinned, for I did not know that you 
were stationed to greet me on the road” (Num 22:34). Thus, Balaam finally perceives 
the connotative potential of the root ארק, since the messenger has not appeared merely 
to greet Balaam in the literal sense, but to obstruct (ןָטָשְׂל, Num 22:32) his forward 
progress. Moreover, Balaam understands that although the messenger interacted 
directly only with his jenny, the call (ארק) was directed at him; and, indeed, the call 
does not originate with the messenger himself, but with God, and only passes through 
the messenger on its way ot Balaam. This cluster of relationships is analogous to that 
involving himself, God, and Balaq’s messengers: although they interact directly with 
him, their summons (ארק) seeks a response that only God can provide. Although 
Balaam understands his previous error, however, he still fixates on God’s relationship 
to his actions alone, as expressed by his willingness to return if told to do so (Num 
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22:34). At this stage, then, Balaam is presented as a diviner who recognizes his earlier 
misinterpretation of God’s instructions, but who has not yet grasped that this applies 
to speech as well as actions. 
Yahweh’s messenger therefore introduces a verbal shift in his repetition of 
God’s earlier message, whereby the word הֶשֲׂעַת “you shall do” in Num 22:20 is 
replaced in Num 22:35 by רֵבַּדְת “you shall speak.” The new insight that Balaam has 
just acquired renders him more attentive to this new permutation of God’s directive, 
and leads to his statement to Balaq in Num 22:38 that he is unable to speak (רֵבַּדּ) 
anything other than the precise message that God entrusts to him. In addition, Balaq’s 
arrival to greet him (וֹתאָרְקִל) in Num 22:36 emphasizes again the tension between the 
two forces, human and divine, whose competition for Balaam’s loyalty is encapsulated 
in the word ארק. Nevertheless, as the narrative proceeds, Balaam’s insistence on 
performing a series of preparatory rituals (Num 23:1–2) indicates that he still labors 
under the assumption that his role as a diviner, that is, a human specifically 
empowered to initiate contact with the divine, renders his mediation essential to the 
divine–human communication process. This is demonstrated by his statement in Num 
23:3, where the root ארק again bears a deeper connotation, referring not merely to a 
call but to a theophany. In this verse, Balaam says that when God appears (expressed 
using the root הרק in the Niphval, playing on the root ארק), it will be to call to him 
(יִתאָרְקִל), despite his status as the mere conduit for God’s communication with Balaq. 
Just as Balaq’s summons (ארק, Num 22:5) should have been directed through Balaam 
to God, and just as God’s call (ארק, Num 22:34), transmitted through Yahweh’s 
messenger, was directed through the jenny to Balaam, so here Balaam should 
understand that God’s call (ארק, Num 23:3) is directed through him to Balaq. Since he 
fails to appreciate this point, however, Balaam appears here as a diviner who 
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mistakenly believes that his procedural role as mediator is essential to divine–human 
communication. 
After delivering his first oracle, in which he describes his inability to curse 
anyone whom God has not cursed, Balaam responds to Balaq’s disappointment by 
reiterating the now oft-repeated statement that he can say only what God directs him 
to say (Num 23:12). We are provided here with a subtle clue to the continued growth 
of his understanding of God’s ultimate control over this entire process, in Num 23:13, 
where he indicates that he will appear (הֶרָקִּא) to Balaq using precisely the same term 
employed when God appears to him (הֵרָקִּי, Num 23:3; רָקִּיַּו, Num 23:4 and, later, 16). 
This reflects his recognition that he serves, in fact, as a proxy for God, just as 
Yahweh’s messenger did in the jenny episode, calling to Balaam (יִתאָרְקִל, Num 22:34) 
with a version (Num 22:35) of the same message that God himself delivered in Num 
22:20. Balaam thus may be seen in this section as a diviner who is coming to terms 
with the true passivity of his role as a conduit for divine communication. 
Balaam achieves full awareness of this point after the second oracle. Having 
just uttered a message that incudes direct reference to the superfluity of divinatory 
practice (Num 23:23), it dawns on him that if he truly is merely a passive conduit, then 
neither the amount nor the type of preparatory activity has any bearing on the process 
whatsoever. Having thus recognized how extraneous his divinatory activity has been, 
he understands that his divinatory speech truly is under God’s control, since no human 
action can produce the slightest alteration in it. Thus, his response to Balaq’s ever-
growing frustration turns once again to the matter of action, by returning the word 
רֵבַּדֲא “I will speak” to its original הֶשֱׂעֶא “I will do” (Num 23:26), as in the original 
form of the message spoken by God in Num 22:20. Moreover, he goes a step further 
by implementing this realization in his subsequent action. He leaves the usual ritual 
preparations only partially finished (Num 24:1), and is rewarded with genuine 
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prophetic inspiration (Num 24:2), which serves as the impetus for his third oracle. 
Thus, Balaam here appears as a former diviner, who undergoes his first true prophetic 
experience. 
Balaam’s gradual process of growth reaches its climax after the third oracle. 
Having learned not to rely on his own efforts to control or even to detect the will of 
the divine, he has set aside the practice of divination, and consequently discovered that 
in doing so he is open to genuine prophetic revelation. In this way, he comes to 
understand that as a transmitter of divine will, he is fully beholden, both in action and 
in speech, to the instructions of God. Thus, he utters his final grand summation to 
Balaq in Num 24:13: 
ִ֨ל־ןֶתִּי־םִאָ֜לָב יֹ֣ לְמ ק֮וֹתיֵב אֶ֣כּ ֒בָהָזְו ףֶס ֹ֣ לַ֗כוּא אֹ֙רבֲעַל לִ֣פּ־תֶא ָ֔והְי י֥שֲׂעַל התוֹ ָ֛בוֹט֥א ה וֹ
ָ֖עָרִ֑בִּלִּמ הֵ֥בַּדְי־רֶשֲׁא יָ֖והְי רה ֥תֹא׃ר ֵֽבַּדֲא וֹ  
“If Balaq were to give me the fullness of his house, silver and gold, I 
would be unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh my God to do 
(anything,) good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh speaks—it shall I 
speak.” 
This represents the completion of Balaam’s long transformative journey from 
mercenary diviner to true prophet. Having reached the end of this process, Balaam 
proceeds to speak his final oracles with all the authority and inspiration of his new 
prophetic status, and thus we recognize here that he is a true prophet, fully cognizant 
of his relationship to the divine and of the nature and responsibilities of his role as a 
facilitator of divine–human communication. 
Having laid out this extended theme, I must point out that my perspective on 
this matter stands in direct opposition to some views expressed in prior scholarship. 
Meshullam Margaliot, for instance, recognized Balaam’s “dilemma between acting as 
a qōsēm and his vocation as a prophet [as] the main theme of the B[alaam] 
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N[arrative];”9 but he saw Balaam as “the great antagonist of Moses: what Moses tried 
to do—and largely achieved—Balaam tried to undo.”10 In addition, he interpreted the 
subsequent negative references to Balaam, particularly that in Jos 13:22 which refers 
to him as םֵסוֹקַּה “the diviner,” as indicators that after the story detailed in Sefer 
Bilvam, “[h]e in fact reverts to mantic practices of a qosem, extreme in his reactions 
against the LORD and his people Israel. The reason of this fundamental change must 
have been the very large amount of money and the honour which eluded him [see 
Num 24:11].”11 
R. W. L. Moberly’s position is a rare exception to this pattern of generally 
negative interpretation. He saw in the entirety of Numbers 22 “a story of a prophet 
who succumbs to temptation by corrupting his prophetic vocation through ambitious 
greed.”12 This view derives from his reading of Balaam’s two responses to Balaq’s 
envoys, the first of which he saw as “a negotiating ploy” aimed at eliciting Balaq’s 
second offer of a more exorbitant fee.13 The jenny episode, then, marks God’s 
response to Balaam’s greed, where the sword-wielding messenger personifies the dire 
nature of his self-interested course of action. “On the other hand,” Moberly continued, 
“there is a possibility of repentance and a transformation of Balaam’s mission, a 
possibility initiated by actions of divine mercy (opening the ass’s mouth, opening 
Balaam’s eyes). …[T]his mercy…teaches him the necessary lesson when he 
acknowledges his sin, and so enables him to go and speak as a prophet should 
speak.”14 
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 Margaliot 1990: 81–82. 
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 Margaliot 1990: 82. This view follows that of the rabbis, on which see below, pp. 521–522. 
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 Margaliot 1990: 78. 
12
 Moberly 1999: 16. 
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 Moberly 1999: 7 and passim. 
14
 Moberly 1999: 17. 
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Clearly, Moberly’s interpretation of the entire pericope differs from mine in 
some significant ways. But his willingness to see Balaam on a trajectory of personal 
growth, rather than personal degradation, accords in a general sense with the 
perspective I have presented here. In this sense, I stand with Moberly against the 
frequently articulated negative view of Balaam. 
The Jenny Episode (Num 22:21–35) and Its Function as a Role-reversing Interlude 
Most prior scholarship addressing the jenny episode has interpreted it as an 
interpolation that was inserted into the narrative at a late date.15 This perspective 
derives not only from the content of the episode, which has been perceived as distinct 
from the material with which the rest of the pericope is concerned, but also from the 
challenging sequence in Num 22:20–22 in which God seemingly grants Balaam 
permission to go to Moab, and then is angry at his doing so. This point in the narrative 
is perceived, therefore, as an editorial vestige indicative of a seam between different 
sources. 
In this study, however, I already have pointed out numerous alliterative, 
keyword, repetitive, and structural patterns that run the length of the pericope, whose 
force would be deeply undermined by the removal of the jenny episode from the 
narrative as a whole. To recap briefly, in the previous chapter I highlighted the 
following devices, operative across the entire pericope, that manifest also in this 
episode: 
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 This perspective is expressed in, e.g., Rofé 1979: 54–57; Milgrom 1990: 468–469; Levine 2000: 155; 
etc. Martin Noth (1968: 178), on the other hand, believed that this episode predated the rest of the J 
material. 
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 Alliterative pattern on Balaam’s name, including the word לֵקַּמַּבּ in 
Num 22:2716 
 Alliterative pattern built around the letter ט, of which the highest 
concentration occurs in the messenger’s address to Balaam (Num 
22:32–33)17 
 Emphasis on keyword רבע “oppose, transgress,” including its 
appearance in Num 22:2618 
 Process of gradually developing expressions of Balaam’s 
relationship to the divine, one step of which is presented in 
Balaam’s exchange with the messenger (Num 22:32–35)19 
 Two tripartite patterns in Numbers 22 that foreshadow Balaam’s 
encounter with Balaq in the subsequent material, of which the jenny 
episode is one,20 as demonstrated particularly by the repeated 
phrase םיִלָגְר שׁלָֹשׁ הֶז (Num 22:28, 32, 33) ≈ םיִמָעְפּ שׁלָֹשׁ הֶז (Num 
24:10)21 
In addition, I have offered a perspective on the notorious crux of God’s apparently 
contradictory views as expressed in Num 22:20 and 22, according to which God’s 
statement ִל־םִאםָתִּא ךְֵל םוּק םיִשָׁנֲאָה וּאָבּ ךְָל ֹארְק  “If it is to summon you that the men 
have come, then rise, go with them” in v. 20 is to be viewed not as a literal command, 
but as a rhetorical expression that Balaam is invited to interpret. The correct answer, 
as it were, is made clear by the second half of the verse, and so God’s anger in Num 
22:22 is to be attributed not to divine caprice, but to Balaam’s failure to recognize the 
correct course of action.22 
Margaliot offered an additional series of points that confirm this episode’s 
unity with the rest of the pericope.23 He framed these points as responses to some of 
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 See above, pp. 284–285. 
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 See above, pp. 301–304. 
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 See above, p. 314. 
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 See above, pp. 424–428. 
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 See above, pp. 443–445. 
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 On this phrase, see above, p. 412. 
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 On this matter, see above, pp. 316–318. 
23
 This material is drawn from Margaliot 1990: 79–80. 
 494 
the usual arguments leveled against this view, as follows. First, some have observed 
that the episode “does not advance the action of the narrative.”24 Margaliot responded 
by stating simply that “[t]his argument could only arise because the main theme of the 
BN, namely the attitude of the prophet to the LORD and the relationship between 
them, was not properly understood.”25 On this point Margaliot and I are in complete 
agreement, as is clear from the examination I have presented above detailing this very 
theme and its development across the pericope.26 Without the jenny episode, the 
staged development of this theme would have a gaping hole in its center. I might add 
also that since the rhetorical thrust of Num 22:20 has gone almost entirely 
unrecognized, modern scholarship has remained largely blind to one of the most rich 
and subtle clues to this theme. 
Second, Margaliot noted that some have raised the issue of the total absence of 
Yahweh’s messenger in any other portion of the narrative. His response revolves 
around the equation of םיִהלֱֹא and הָוהְי ךְַאְלַמ, according to which God (Elohim), who 
has appeared already in Num 22:9, 10, 12 and 20, actually manifests as the “Angel” 
( ָאְלַמךְ ) who obstructs Balaam on the road, and thus this figure does in fact appear 
elsewhere in the pericope.27 On this point I disagree with Margaliot, since I am 
unconvinced that the two figures should be equated. However, it is unclear to me why 
the messenger’s absence elsewhere indicates a compositional seam between this 
material and the rest of the pericope. Rather, I would submit that the jenny episode is 
intentionally set apart as an interlude in the larger narrative, and as such it serves the 
overarching aims of the whole pericope, while simultaneously presenting an additional 
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perspective, unique to this section, that informs our uptake of the surrounding 
material. I will explore this matter at length in a moment. 
Third, Margaliot called attention to the supposed “folkloristic, rather primitive 
level of the Speaking Ass as opposed to the high, almost prophetical level of the 
BN.”28 Margaliot’s view was that this is not to be taken literally at all, but actually 
represents a literary device by which the dialogue between jenny and rider actually is 
“a monologue of Balaam who talks with himself.”29 Here, too, I find Margaliot’s 
response entirely unsatisfactory, since its suggestion that in this situation Balaam is 
equivocating, even conflicted, drastically diminishes the force of his encounter with 
the messenger and his consequent admission of wrongdoing. Where I agree with him, 
however, is in his rejection of the “folkloristic, rather primitive” argument, since it 
plainly reveals more about its modern claimants and their perception of this literature 
than it does about the literature itself. However, if one insists on perceiving a distinct 
narrative tone in this section, I repeat that I view this episode as an interlude, set apart 
from the surrounding text. It is to this interlude that we now direct our attention. 
In his volume on anti-prophetic satire, David Marcus adduced a wide array of 
elements in this episode that point to its satirical status.30 He pointed out the following 
types of features: 
 Fantastic situations, such as: 
 The appearance of a messenger who is visible to the jenny but 
not to Balaam 
 The jenny’s ability to talk 
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 Irony, such as: 
 The inability of Balaam, the professional seer, to see what is 
obvious to his jenny 
 “[T]he man of words is reduced to using brute force, whereas 
the brute (his donkey), teaches him with words.”31 
 Ridicule of Balaam, such as: 
 His placement in “undignified situations”32 involving his foot 
being crushed and his donkey laying down underneath him 
 His apparent obliviousness to the extraordinary fact that he is 
having a conversation with his donkey33 
 Parody, such as: 
 Balaam’s failure to live up to his status of a professional seer, 
instead being reduced to a passive observer 
The data accumulated by Marcus form a concise and informative list of elements that 
collectively reveal much about the literary tenor of the story. In his view, “[t]he 
purpose of the satire is to belittle Balaam and expose him to ridicule.”34 As noted 
above, this kind of negative perspective on Balaam is well attested in modern 
scholarship. Alexander Rofé, for example, interpreted the jenny episode in a similar 
fashion: 
ןותאה רופיס…האובנה תולאשמ תינורקע הלאשב ןד : לצא האובנ ןכתית םאה
םירז םימע ?ישוק ךכב התאר אל הקיתעה תילארשיה תרוסמה .תאז תמועל ,
ה לש דחוימ דסחל האובנה הבשחנ רתוי םירחואמ הנומא יבלשב′ קר ןתינש 
לארשיל ,םירז םימע ינבל תולגתה לש תורשפא לכ אליממ הללשנו .ה הקסלרוב
איבנ אוהש הפקשהה תא לטבל אופא הדעונ םעלב לע , אללכמ העבוהש יפכ
ב″סםעלב רפ″ ;המגדה ידי־לע עבוה לוטיבה , תונוכת לכ םעלבמ ורדענ דציכ
ךרדב ךאלמב לקתנש העשב תויאובנ . ורכזמ רטפיהל תיאובנה תוגהה השקיב ךכ
וכע איבנ לש קיעמה″ם!  
The tale of the jenny…discusses a fundamental question in prophetic 
matters: Is prophecy possible among foreign peoples? Ancient Israelite 
tradition did not see any difficulty in this. By contrast, in later religious 
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stages prophecy was conceived as a unique favor of God given only to 
Israel, and in any case all possibility of revelation was revoked from the 
descendants of foreign peoples. The burlesque on Balaam [that is, the 
jenny episode] was intended therefore to invalidate the view that he 
was a prophet, as expressed generally in “Sefer Bilvam;” the 
invalidation is expressed by means of a demonstration (of) how all 
prophetic qualities were absent from Balaam at the time of his 
encounter with the messenger on the road. Thus the prophetic 
meditation [presented in this episode] sought to purge the troublesome 
memory of him as a pagan prophet!35 
Thus, in Rofé’s view, this episode is a later interpolation, inserted into Sefer Bilvam 
long after the rest of the pericope had been composed, that derives from the same 
negative views of Balaam that are expressed elsewhere in the Bible and in postbiblical 
traditions. 
In response to a perspective such as Rofé’s, I reiterate my belief, based on a 
wealth of evidence already presented in this study, that the jenny episode is an integral 
part of the whole pericope, without which numerous literary devices would be 
incomplete and ineffective. Here, I would like to go a step further, and offer a 
dissenting hypothesis that contrasts directly with the interpretations of Marcus, Rofé, 
and others. In my view, the lampooning of Balaam in this episode is not intended to 
denigrate him, but rather to highlight his humanness in a way that emphasizes the 
complex and compelling qualities of this character, the hero of the pericope, who 
gradually develops as the story proceeds. This is achieved by means of a role-reversal 
whereby the role occupied elsewhere in the pericope by Balaam, as one who is privy 
to divine contact, is occupied by the jenny; and that occupied by Balaq, who resists the 
transmitted divine message, is occupied by Balaam. In short, the relationship between 
Balaq and Balaam in the surrounding material, namely the beginning of Numbers 22 
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and Numbers 23–24, is superimposed on Balaam and his donkey in this episode.36 
James S. Ackerman put it thus: “Just as the she-ass three times sees what the ‘seer’ 
cannot…Balaam will three times be given a divine oracle that Balak will not 
accept.”37 
This kind of role-reversing interlude is attested elsewhere in the Bible.38 Here I 
draw attention to two major examples. The first is the incident involving Judah and 
Tamar in Genesis 38.39 In the previous chapter, I called attention to an important 
subplot in the latter chapters of Genesis whereby Judah is elevated gradually to a 
position of leadership over the rest of the brothers, especially including Reuben, the 
firstborn.40 This process already is underway in Genesis 37, and so Judah’s status as a 
main character in the following chapter corroborates his more general status as the 
hero among the brothers in this portion of the book. Here, however, he is shown to be 
so lustful that he is happy to divulge his symbols of authority rather than miss a 
chance to sleep with Tamar (Gen 38:16–18); concerned more about his reputation than 
about making good on his debt (Gen 38:23); and brutally uncompassionate in his order 
to have Tamar, his daughter-in-law and a widow, burned for her harlotry (Gen 38:24). 
In the end, Tamar reveals her deception by showing him his staff, seal, and cord and 
saying אָנ־רֶכַּה “Recognize, please” (Gen 38:25). Judah immediately recognizes (רֵכַּיַּו) 
them, and admits his wrongdoing, stating that ָציִנְב הָלֵשְׁל ָהיִתַּתְנ־ֹאל ןֵכּ־לַע־י ִֽכּ יִנֶּמִּמ הָקְד  
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“She is more righteous than I, because I did not give her to Shela, my son” (Gen 
38:26). 
Thus, in this story Judah, arguably the hero of this section of Genesis, is 
portrayed as villainous in the extreme. When his wrongdoing is brought to his 
attention, however, he acknowledges it and learns from the experience. But the 
function of this episode is not limited to this chapter in itself, since the text here attests 
certain key elements connecting it to the surrounding group of chapters. I draw 
attention to two particularly significant examples. The first is that the animal he offers 
in pledge to Tamar (Gen 38:17) is a kid (םיִזִּע־יִדְגּ), which immediately calls to mind 
the animal that the brother slaughtered in the previous chapter (םיִזִּע ריִעְשׂ, Gen 37:31) 
in order to dip Joseph’s tunic in the blood and deceive Jacob. The second is the 
recurrence in Genesis 38 of the phrase אָנ־רֶכַּה “Recognize, please,” which, as noted 
previously, is an important theme across this entire story arc in Genesis: Just as Tamar 
says אָנ־רֶכַּה “Recognize, please” to Judah in Gen 38:25 and he recognizes (רֵכַּיַּו) in the 
following verse, the brothers have already said אָנ־רֶכַּה “Recognize, please” to Jacob in 
Gen 37:32, when they show him Joseph’s bloody tunic, and he recognized (רֵכַּיַּו) that it 
belonged to his son in the following verse. Similarly, this keyword plays out later in 
Genesis, when the brothers encounter Joseph in Egypt and fail to recognize him, 
though he recognizes them (Genesis 42–45). In Genesis 38, the interplay of these two 
themes serves to place Judah, the “chief brother” in this portion of Genesis, in the role 
of Jacob, the one who is duped. Thus, at the moment of recognition ( ִהִכּיר ), “[i]n the 
most artful of contrivances, the narrator shows [Judah] exposed through the symbol of 
his legal self given in pledge for a kid (gedi vizim), as before Jacob had been tricked 
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by the garment emblematic of his love for Joseph which had been dipped in the blood 
of a goat (sevir vizim).”41 
A second example of this type of role-reversing interlude is that presented in 1 
Samuel 25. This chapter, in which David winds up at odds with the landowner Nabal 
and ultimately marries his widow Abigail, is sandwiched between two chapters whose 
numerous similarities have elicited the opinion in scholarship that they actually are 
two different versions of the same story. In the first version (1 Samuel 24), Saul 
pursues the fugitive David to En Gedi. David has an opportunity to kill Saul, but does 
not do so, and ultimately the two men have an extended conversation in which David 
professes his innocence, urging Saul to stop pursuing him, and Saul admits his 
wrongdoing (יִנֶּמִּמ הָתַּא קיִדַּצ “You are more righteous than I,” 1 Sam 24:17 [English: 
18]). In the second version (1 Samuel 26), Saul pursues David into the wilderness. 
David sneaks into Saul’s camp at night and again forgoes an opportunity to kill the 
king, instead retreating to a distant hill, from which he again has an extended 
conversation with Saul, who again acknowledges his wrongdoing (יִתאָטָח “I have 
sinned,” 1 Sam 26:21). 
Between these two stories stands that of David, Nabal, and Abigail in 1 Samuel 
25. In his analysis of all three chapters as a coherent narrative triad, Moshe Garsiel 
examined how this chapter places David, the innocent fugitive, in the role of Saul, the 
impetuous figure who must struggle constantly to keep his vengeful impulses in 
check.42 While in the wilderness, David and his men have been protecting the estate of 
Nabal, who is very wealthy (1 Sam 25:7, 15–16, 21). When David hears that Nabal is 
nearby shearing sheep, he approaches him and asks Nabal to give his men whatever he 
                                                 
 
41
 Alter 1981: 10. 
42
 Garsiel 1983: 122–133. 
 501 
can provide, in honor of the festive occasion (1 Sam 25:8). Nabal is tight-fisted with 
his provisions, however, and further insults David, possibly but necessarily 
unwittingly, by saying that ויָֹנדֲא יֵנְפִּמ שׁיִא םיִצְרָפְּתִמַּה םיִדָבֲע וּבַּר םוֹיַּה “Nowadays there 
are many servants who run away, each from before his lord” (1 Sam 25:10). In a rage, 
David swears that he will annihilate Nabal’s entire household (1 Sam 25:22). Before 
he can enact his plan, however, Nabal’s wife Abigail intercedes, fervently beseeching 
David to abandon his destructive course in a lengthy speech (1 Sam 25:24–31). David 
hears her entreaty, and blesses her for being the one who בִּמ הֶזַּה םוֹיַּה יִנִתִלְכּ םיִמָדְב אוֹ
ִל יִדָי ַעֵשֹׁהְוי  “restrained me this day from coing in blood, and my hand (from) avenging 
me” (1 Sam 25:33). 
David’s situation in this chapter accords remarkably closely to that of Saul in 
the surrounding chapters. Throughout 1 Samuel, Saul pursues David relentlessly, so 
much so that his fervor seems to have little to do with whatever original cause sparked 
it. In 1 Samuel 24 and 26, he actually comes close enough to catch and kill David, but 
at the last minute he is persuaded to let him go in peace. Thus, Garsiel’s assessment is 
entirely appropriate: “Chapter 25 relates how David vows to destroy Nabal’s house 
and everything he has, and actually sets out to do so. Were it not for Abigail, who 
comes to meet him with a gift and a persuasive speech, he would certainly leave no 
one alive—and would thereby fail in a most serious matter, qualitatively similar to that 
by which Saul is tested.”43 In sum, David’s confrontation with Nabal puts him in the 
position that Saul occupies in the surrounding narratives; and like Saul, he turns aside 
from vengeance in response to a last-minute entreaty. 
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Are these two stories about Judah and David aimed at “belittling” these figures 
and “exposing them to ridicule?”44 In a sense, the answers is yes, since in these 
narratives the emotions, impulses, and actions of the two Israelite heroes are presented 
as deeply problematic, on both social and theological grounds. Indeed, Gary A. 
Rendsburg argued in his study of Genesis 38 that this story not only revolves around 
Judah’s questionable behavior, but in fact lampoons David himself: “…[A]t the same 
time, there is an undeniable attempt to portray the characters, Judah especially, in a 
comical way. According to my analysis, this can be translated as mocking the king 
[i.e., David] and his court.”45 On the other hand, however, I believe we go too far if we 
perceive these stories as unqualified denigrations of these renowned figures. Rather, 
the narrative interludes in Genesis 38 and 1 Samuel 25 serve to complicate and layer 
the personalities of Judah and David, working in tandem with the surrounding 
narratives—with which they share profoundly intimate links—to present multifaceted 
perspectives on the two characters. The overall effect is that their humanity is 
displayed poignantly in the tension between their heroic qualities and their flawed 
human nature—that “moral stature is not a fixen ‘given’ but is something that a person 
must fight for repeatedly, struggling against his emotions and passions.”46 
Given these precedents, it is remarkable that the role-reversing interlude has 
gone largely unrecognized as a standard trope in biblical literature. Certainly, the 
evidence requires us to reevaluate the episode involving Balaam and his jenny, and to 
see it, like Genesis 38 and 1 Samuel 25, as a scenario that exposes his human frailty 
but ultimately ends with the protagonist’s realization of his own shortcomings. In this 
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sense, Moberly’s assessment of the conclusion of the episode is entirely correct: 
Balaam is faced with his failings, but given an opportunity to learn from the 
experience and set them right.47 Moreover, the fact that this episode, placed precisely 
where it is in the middle of Sefer Bilvam, operates on a clearly defined literary level 
stands together with the many features already adduced in this dissertation as a 
demonstration that it is an integral part of the pericope as a whole. 
Numbers 22 as a Call Narrative 
It is useful to examine Sefer Bilvam, specifically in Numbers 22, from the 
perspective that it represents what Norman C. Habel termed a “call narrative.”48 
Instances of this trope exist in biblical literature for many prophetic figures, such as 
Moses (Exodus 3–4), Gideon (Judg 6:11–22), Isaiah (Isaiah 6), and Jeremiah 
(Jeremiah 1). In its basic form, it attests the following stages, as delineated by Yairah 
Amit:49 
A. Encounter 
B. Appointment 
C. Refusal 
D. Encouragement (possibly more than once) 
E. Request for signs or proof 
F. Fear 
As a brief example, we turn to the instance of this pattern that involves Gideon in 
Judges 6. Gideon encounters a divine messenger near his father’s home (A, Judg 6:11–
13), who tells him to lead the Israelites against the Midianites (B, Judg 6:14). When 
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Gideon objects that he is of too humble an origin to be a leader (C, Judg 6:15), the 
figure encourages him with an assurance of victory (D, Judg 6:16). As proof of the 
message’s veracity, Gideon asks the figure to stay until Gideon returns with a meal, to 
which the figure agrees (E, Judg 6:17–20). When Gideon brings the food, the figure 
consumes it with fire from his staff, and Gideon realizes that he has been interacting 
with a divine being (F, Judg 6:21–22). 
The sequence of the six elements that make up the call narrative can change, as 
in Exod 3:6, where Moses’s fear (element F) occurs at the very beginning of his 
encounter with God (element A). In addition, certain elements or sequences of 
elements can be repeated. Moses, for example, asks for and receives signs (element E, 
Exod 4:1–9) prior to expressing reluctance to go and receiving encouragement 
(elements C and D, Exod 4:10–17). But the general pattern remains visible. 
In the case of Balaam, I would argue, two forms of this pattern arise in 
Numbers 22. Both are unusual, as we shall see, but both unmistakably exhibit the 
same narrative components just discussed. The first is a sort of anti-prophetic calling, 
in which Balaam is not commissioned by God, but by Balaq. Balaam’s encounter with 
the king’s messengers (A, Num 22:7–8) incorporates their delivery of Balaq’s request 
for his services (B, Num 22:7b, in which they express the message detailed in Num 
22:5–6). After consulting with God, Balaam informs the emissaries that he will not be 
going with them (C, Num 22:13), to which Balaq reacts by sending an even richer 
embassy with the offer of a greater reward (D, Num 22:15–17). In this version of the 
pattern, elements E and F do not appear, an alteration that may speak to the 
assiduousness with which Balaam packs up and heads off to Moab (Num 22:21), as 
well as foreshadowing the fact that Balaq will never get what he desires out of 
Balaam. 
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Against this striking anti-commission, an altogether different inversion of the 
usual pattern is superimposed on the same narrative material. Whereas in this instance 
Balaam’s calling does originate from God, it nevertheless is striking in that it is not a 
narrative detailing a call to go and do something, but rather one in which Balaam is 
instructed not to go. Thus, in addition to the switching of the middle two elements, 
each of the six components of the pattern need to be redefined individually, as follows: 
A'. Encounter 
B'. Prohibition 
D'. Repeated prohibition 
C'. Refusal to abide by prohibition 
E'. Receipt of signs 
F'. Insight 
Accordingly, Balaam’s initial encounter with God (A', Num 22:9–12) concludes with 
God’s prohibition of his participation in cursing Israel (B', Num 22:12). This 
prohibition is reiterated in his second theophany (D', Num 22:20), but Balaam heeds 
neither of God’s statements and heads off to Moab with the emissaries anyway (C', 
Num 22:21). His repeated encounters with Yahweh’s messenger on the road (E', Num 
22:22–35) culminate in his acknowledgement of his wrongdoing and his attainment of 
a deeper understanding of his relationship to the divine (F', Num 22:34). 
This double inversion of the usual call-narrative pattern presents a remarkable 
perspective from which to view the competing human and divine forces vying for 
Balaam’s cooperation. When seen in this way, the manner in which the narrative 
proceeds comes across almost as a foregone conclusion. Thus, Balaq’s “anti-call” 
surely must be doomed to fail, since no human can subjugate the work of a prophet to 
his own desires; and conversely, even though Balaam acts in direct opposition to 
God’s directives throughout the chapter, the second inverted instance of the pattern 
 506 
nevertheless moves inexorably toward a conclusion defined by a markedly stronger 
accord between Balaam’s understanding and God’s will. This stands, therefore, as a 
sophisticated dual-employment of a standard narrative trope, in a remarkably inventive 
form, that ultimately bolsters the central themes of the pericope. 
Balaam as a Foreign Prophet of Yahweh 
Finally, it is important to consider Balaam’s status as a foreigner who bears a 
connection with the God of the Israelites. In reality this amounts to two separate 
issues, namely, the fact of Balaam’s foreignness and the fact that this non-Israelite 
receives inspiration from Yahweh, which I will address in turn. 
First, great emphasis is placed in the pericope on Balaam’s foreignness, as 
attested by the extensive array of style-switching and setting-switching elements 
present in the text, to which I devoted the entire first half of this dissertation.50 Thus, it 
is worth considering what is so important about this aspect of the story’s main 
character. Whatever one believes about the precise location of Balaam’s homeland, the 
biblical account is clear on the matter of his non-Israelite identity; and while the Deir 
vAllā inscriptions do not explicitly confirm this, neither do they contradict it. 
Unfortunately, however, beyond this fact the question of this individual’s historical 
origin is exceedingly murky.51 The texts from Deir vAllā identify him as a prophet 
active in the Transjordan, but neither confirm nor deny that he himself comes from the 
region in which those narratives take place. All things being equal, the absence of any 
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mention of his homeland would seem to suggest that he is as much a resident of that 
region as the other people with whom he interacts in the inscriptions. 
The Bible, on the other hand, designates Balaam as an Aramean (Num 22:5; 
23:7).52 This being the case, we still are left with the complexities involved in 
comparing the biblical Balaam, an Aramean, with the Balaam attested at Deir vAllā. It 
seems that two possibilities present themselves. Either Balaam was indeed from Aram, 
but at some point shifted his sphere of influence to the Transjordan; or he was 
associated with the Transjordan, and the authors of the biblical Sefer Bilvam felt 
driven to recast him as an Aramean. In either case, it is noteworthy that the biblical 
text calls special attention to this fact, both by mentioning it twice, once in prose and 
once in poetry, and by appending the phrase וֹמַּע־יֵנְבּ ץֶרֶא in Num 22:5: the messengers 
seeking Balaam are not described as going merely to “Pethor, which is on the river 
(Euphrates),” but to “the land of [Balaam’s] kinsfolk.”53 This extra emphasis suggests 
that Balaam’s Aramean origin is especially significant. 
As it turns out, the reason for this may lie in the hypothesis I have detailed 
elsewhere, according to which this pericope was crafted during the mid- to late 8th 
century BCE, a period marked by intermittent but increasing Assyrian aggression into 
the central and southern Levant. If I am correct in this suggestion, then it would seem 
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reasonable to suppose that a prophetic voice deriving from the Assyrian heartland that 
speaks in unqualified praise of Israel would bear a particularly strong and meaningful 
weight for its Israelite (or, as I have suggested, Judahite) audience. The elegance of 
this observation lies in the fact that it is not contingent on whether Balaam’s Aramean 
origin is factual or merely literary. In either case it would hold true, and thus the text’s 
emphasis of this point ultimately would serve the thematic agenda of the pericope, 
assuming that the proposed 8th-century date is to be accepted. In sum, regardless of 
how one attempts to solve the historical dilemma, from a literary standpoint the 
emphasis on Balaam’s foreignness—specifically, on his “Arameanness”—can be seen 
as fulfilling a special supporting function in the context of Sefer Bilvam. 
This is all the more true given Israelite–Aramean relations in the 8th century, 
when Aram stood as the archrival of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. The 
antagonism had reached a peak in the late 9th century during the reign of Hazael of 
Aram-Damascus, who repeatedly engaged in military confrontations with Israel and 
Judah,54 and lingering animosity persisted well after his reign.55 In addition, figures 
such as Ah9iqar, an Aramean who served as counselor to Sennacherib and Esarhaddon, 
and the Rabshakeh, who served as Sennacherib’s messenger to Hezekiah in 2 Kgs 
18:17–37, exemplify the degree to which Arameans had integrated into the Assyrian 
Empire, even to the point of holding important court positions.56 No doubt some 
would argue, therefore, that it is not possible for a biblical text whose hero is an 
Aramean to derive from this period. As a counter to this, however, one need only 
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recall the story of Naaman, the Aramean general who is cured of leprosy by the 
prophet Elisha and transports loads of Israelite soil back to his home in Assyria in 
order properly to worship the God of Israel (2 Kings 5). And, in any case, this only 
drives home the point that Balaam’s favorable oracles toward Israel are all the more 
potent because they are spoken by one who is supposed to be an enemy, but who 
instead identifies himself with Israel repeatedly throughout his prophetic speeches. 
Second, we turn to the matter of a foreigner dispensing upon Israel the 
blessings of their own god. Under normal circumstances, of course, one would expect 
a figure such as Balaam to profess contact with one or more deities from his or her 
homeland. For this reason, as I discussed in the previous chapter when I dealt with the 
issue of naming, some scholars justifiably have asked whether the core material in this 
pericope originally was something other than Yahwistic. Baruch Levine, for example, 
devoted special attention to two important questions in this regard. First, he asked, “To 
which divine power or powers was Balaam subservient?”57 And second, “By whom 
was Israel blessed?”58 Similarly, Harriet Lutzky proposed that she had discovered 
evidence of Balaam’s connection with Ashera, both in the Deir vAllā inscriptions and 
in the biblical account.59 In my earlier examination,60 I posited that the evidence in 
favor of seeing Sefer Bilvam as a Yahwistic reworking of preexisting Canaanite 
literature is by no means unequivocal, and that the text instead may evince genuine 
syncretism between Yahweh and El. Moreover, I argued that even if one prefers, on 
the basis of evidence such as the Deir vAllā inscriptions, to see various underlying 
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strands or elements in the biblical material as relating to different deities, one sells the 
text short by focusing solely on pulling apart these strands and ignoring the total effect 
of the text as a whole. 
In other words, ultimately we must reckon with the fact that in its present form, 
this pericope presents Balaam, a foreigner, as an individual who explicitly professes a 
connection to Yahweh (see, for example, his use of phrases such as יָהלֱֹא הָוהְי  
“Yahweh my god” in Num 22:18), who communes with the Israelite god on multiple 
occasions, and who transmits blessings on Israel that derive from this god. To be sure, 
Balaam is not the only non-Israelite character in the Bible to be associated with 
Yahweh, and future research that considers this array of figures collectively, including 
not only Balaam but also Jethro, Naaman, Ruth, and so on, may yield meaningful 
conclusions about Yahweh’s relationship to foreigners. In the absence of such a study, 
however, we must consider what purpose or advantage might be achieved by 
rendering Balaam a Yahwist. 
Balaam aside, the text itself presents an unmistakably Yahwistic perspective. 
Thus, Michael L. Barré provided a cogent assessment of one possibility: “One reason 
the author ‘Yahwehized’ Balaam may have been to solve a dilemma he faced in his 
portrayal of him. If the seer’s positive oracles concerning Israel are true divine 
revelations, how could they not come from Yahweh? Conversely, if Balaam divines 
by a god other than Yahweh, how could his oracles about Israel be true?”61 In other 
words, what is at stake here is the veracity of one of the pericope’s primary assertions, 
namely that Yahweh alone possesses the power to bless and curse. If this is the case, 
then Balaam’s oracles derive from Yahweh and hence are inherently true. If it is not, 
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then not only does the truth of Balaam’s oracles break down, but a central premise of 
the pericope is rendered untenable. From this point of view, Yahweh in fact is the only 
god that can work in Sefer Bilvam. 
In the end, moreover, the perceived incongruity between Balaam’s foreignness 
and his Yahwism may be more troubling to us than it would have been to ancient 
authors and/or audiences. What might seem to some modern readers to be a rather 
forced attempt to render the story essentially self-fulfilling may have come across to 
the contemporary biblical audience quite differently: regardless of the fact that Balaam 
is a foreigner, Yahweh is our god, so Balaam must be associated with Yahweh. Far 
from reflecting a poorly developed system of internal logic in the story, the aspect in 
question should be seen instead as a demonstration of the audience’s comfort with 
setting aside perceived factual contradictions, in the name of an appreciation of the 
story for its own sake, on both aesthetic and didactic levels. 
Allusion in Sefer Bilvam 
At this point we turn from matters internal to this pericope to an examination 
of its relationships with numerous other texts in the biblical corpus. In some cases, this 
relationship is allusive in the basic sense, by which I mean that Sefer Bilvam calls 
upon formulaic expressions, connotations, themes, and other elements of its precursor, 
without affecting the way one understands the earlier material. In other cases, 
however, the relationship is more complicated, in that the allusion evident in this 
pericope actually affects the reading of the antecedent on which it draws, and thus 
one’s reading of both Sefer Bilvam and the parallel text in question is affected by the 
relationship between the two. 
In a general sense, the connections that I adduce here indicate the degree to 
which this pericope is intertwined with the rest of biblical literature. In addition, 
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however, many of them provide further support for the various thematic elements of 
Sefer Bilvam that I have presented. In this way, these parallels are revealed to be 
significant compositional elements that facilitate the text’s transmission of meaning, 
rather than rote borrowings intended to invest the Balaam material with a sense of 
venerated authority. To put it differently, Sefer Bilvam’s interaction with other points 
in the biblical corpus is as much a function of the pericope’s literary character as any 
of the other devices or tropes I have presented in this study. 
Sefer Bilvam and the Exodus Narrative 
The opening of Sefer Bilvam attests a number of parallels with the Exodus 
story.62 Specifically, Exodus 1 presents the perspective of Pharaoh and the Egyptians 
in terms remarkably similar to those used in reference to Balaq and his people. For 
example, we encounter there the statement לֵאָרְשִׂי יֵנְבּ יֵנְפִּמ וּצֻקָיַּו “and they dreaded the 
children of Israel” (Exod 1:12), a precise analogue to Num 22:3c:  יֵנְבּ יֵנְפִּמ בָאוֹמ ץָקָיַּו
לֵאָרְשִׂי “and Moab dreaded the children of Israel.” Likewise, Pharaoh voices this fear 
as follows: וּנֶּמִּמ םוּצָעְו בַר לֵאָרְשִׂי יֵנְבּ םַע הֵנִּה “Behold, the people of the children of 
Israel is great, and stronger than us” (Exod 1:9). Likewise, Num 22:3b states simply  יִכּ
אוּה־בַר “for it [i.e., Israel] was great,” and Balaq’s message to Balaam in Num 22:5–6 
is built around the following clauses: םִיַרְצִמִּמ אָצָי םַע הֵנִּה…יִנֶּמִּמ אוּה םוּצָע  “Behold, a 
people (has) come out of Egypt…it is stronger than I.” In addition to these parallels in 
the first chapter of Exodus, moreover, an additional parallel occurs in Exodus 10, 
where the plague of locusts is described using terminology that also is applied to the 
people of Israel by Balaq: ץֶרָאָה ןיֵע־תֶא הָסִּכְו “it will cover the eye of the land” (Exod 
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10:5 ≈ 10:15; compare Num 22:5, 11). The phrase ץֶרָאָה ןיֵע plays on the Egyptian 
idiom ı 'r.t rv “eye of Ra,” which refers to the sun and, by extension, also to the whole 
land of Egypt.63 
Ackerman offered an astute assessment of this series of similarities connecting 
Sefer Bilvam with Exodus: 
When the Israelites had celebrated their escape from Egypt at the Sea 
of Reeds, they had anticipated the trembling of those peoples who 
would be their neighbors in the Promised Land (Exod. 15:14–16). Now 
that the people are encamped at the Jordan, ready to begin the assault, 
the Balak-Balaam story in [Numbers] 22–24 introduces us to a 
trembling Moabite king who appears as Pharaoh redivivus. Like 
Pharaoh and the Egyptians, Balak and the Moabites dread Israel as 
numerically superior….64 
In other words, the Exodus narrative commences a period whose significance in the 
Israelite self-imagination cannot be overstated. The Balaam narrative, which stands at 
the end of the Israelites’ journey to the Promised Land, reconnects with the material in 
Exodus in a way that emphasizes the process involved in getting from there to here. It 
invites the retrospective consideration of Israel’s growing pains in the wilderness, and 
calls attention to the fact that after all the travails of the journey, Israel’s success and 
greatness remain undiminished from their initial state. Indeed, as the pericope 
continues, Balaam’s oracles punctuate this fact in rich poetic form. 
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Balaam’s Oracles and Jacob’s Blessing of Judah 
On the basis of linguistic and other evidence presented elsewhere, I have 
introduced the working hypothesis that Sefer Bilvam is a Judahite text. As it turns out, 
the lion imagery presented in Balaam’s second and third oracles is reminiscent of 
Jacob’s blessing of Judah in Gen 49:8–10, specifically the middle verse (Gen 49:9).65 
This verse reads as follows: 
 ֤גּ֙הֵיְרַא רוָּ֔דוּהְי ה  A lion’s cub is Judah: 
 ֶ֖טִּמִ֣נְבּ ףֶרִ֑לָע יָתי  On prey, my son, you have grown up. 
 ַ֨רָכַּ֧בָר עֵ֛יְרַאְכּ ץה  He crouches, laying in wait66 like a lion; 
 ִ֖בָלְכוִּ֥מ אי׃וּנּ ֶֽמיִקְי י  and like a lion, who will rouse him? 
As in this sequence, Balaam’s second oracle incorporates a reference to devouring 
prey ( ֶטףֶר , Num 23:24). But a far more pronounced parallel occurs in the third oracle, 
which presents a nearly identical version of the second couplet from Genesis: 
 ַ֨רָכַּ֧כָשׁ עִ֛רֲאַכּ בי  He crouches, laying in wait like a lion; 
 ִ֖בָלְכוִּ֣מ איֶ֑מיִקְי יוּנּ  and like a lion, who will rouse him? 
(Num 24:9ab) 
The connection is unmistakable, and presents a new lens through which we see the 
lion imagery used by Balaam, whereby it stands not just as a general reference to the 
might of Israel but as an allusion to Judah’s blessing in particular. This imagery 
stands, therefore, as a sequence of additional clues pointing toward this text’s 
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specifically Judahite orientation. Moreover, one notes that the closest parallel, the 
couplet in the third oracle, occurs in the final verse of a poem that has alluded several 
lines earlier to the reign of Saul, by referring to the Amaleqite king Agag. From the 
standpoint of the chronological progression along which Balaam’s four major oracles 
are arranged, which I presented in the last chapter,67 the placement of this poem’s lion 
couplet may suggest a perspective that looks forward to the next poem, as if to imply 
that although the third oracle indeed refers to the achievement of monarchy, the true 
climax is yet to come in the fourth oracle’s allusions to David’s reign. 
Balaam and Bela, King of Edom 
The uncanny similarity between Balaam’s name plus patronymic and that of 
the Edomite king mentioned in Gen 36:32 remains one of the most peculiar and 
challenging cruces in Sefer Bilvam. In the last chapter, I recounted Levine’s suggestion 
that the employment in here of the name רוֹעְבּ־ןֶבּ םָעְלִבּ “Balaam son of Bevor” may 
have represented an attempt to cast the prophet as none other than רוֹעְבּ־ןֶבּ עַלֶבּ “Bela 
son of Bevor,” the first king of Edom.68 As Levine put it, Balaq’s summons of Balaam 
would mean that “one king would have called on another, who possessed special gifts, 
to assist him in defeating an enemy.”69 Levine offered this suggestion only in the most 
cautious and speculative manner,70 and as I noted above, the evidence from Deir vAllā 
corroborating Balaam’s name and patronymic appears to render it highly unlikely that 
they are fabrications intended to establish some kind of literary connection with the 
verse from Genesis. 
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Unfortunately, however, no other explanation readily presents itself. The 
genealogical context in Genesis 36 renders it similarly unlikely that Levine’s 
hypothesis should be reversed, that is, that the figure identified there was named in 
order to connect him to the Balaam of our text. Even if one accepts the apparent 
suggestion of the Deir vAllā texts that Balaam’s homeland is the Transjordan, not 
Aram, the geography still does not quite work out, since the region of Gilead in which 
Deir vAllā is located is situated well apart from the land of Edom, and Moab lies 
between the two. Moreover, if Balaam were a king, it would be most surprising to 
encounter two full-blown textual traditions about him, one biblical and one 
extrabiblical, neither of which attests a single intimation of Balaam’s royal status. This 
is especially true in the case of the biblical material, which evinces a concern with 
matters of monarchic interest.71 
André Lemaire upheld a slightly different perspective, according to which the 
entire section Gen 36:31–39, within which the reference to Bela son of Bevor occurs, 
actually is a “primitive list of Aramean kings identifying Dinhaba [Bela’s city] with 
Danabu/Dhouneibe in the Aramean kingdom of Hazael.”72 This would permit the 
figure named in Genesis to be identified with Balaam without denying his Aramean 
origin in a general sense. However, this hypothesis not only fails to address the 
question of Balaam’s kingship, but also fails to address the geographic problem, since 
Hazael’s kingdom in southeastern Syria is still a considerable distance from the region 
of the Upper Euphrates. As a result, Lemaire’s hypothesis avails no more clarity on 
this issue than those it replaces. 
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Ultimately, I am at a loss for new insights into this tantalizing problem. It is 
possible that a clearer understanding of the dating of the two texts at least would 
provide a means of establishing which, if either, is the precedent for the other. I have 
proposed a mid- to late-8th-century date for Sefer Bilvam, and all things being equal I 
would presume an earlier date for the passage in Genesis; but this view reveals 
nothing verifiable or particularly revealing about the relationship between the two 
names in question. As a result, this remains one of the challenges of Sefer Bilvam that 
this study remains insufficient to address. On the other hand, however, in this regard 
my examination differs very little from prior scholarly discourse in general. 
Balaam and Abraham 
Jonathan D. Safren adduced a lengthy series of similarities between the story 
of the Aqeda in Genesis 22 and the episode involving Balaam’s jenny in Num 22:21–
35.73 Although some of his statements appear to derive more from his impressions of 
the two narratives, and thus at times want for concrete demonstration,74 I cite here 
those connections that are observable in the form of concrete textual data: 
 “Setting, Characters and Plot”75 
 The setting of both stories is a journey taken by ass. 
 In both stories an “angel” reveals himself to the protagonist 
(Gen 22:11; Num 22:31). 
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 The donkey in Genesis 22, a “dumb beast” who is dropped from 
the story when Abraham and Isaac ascend Mt. Moriah, contrasts 
with Balaam’s jenny, who speaks intelligently in contrast to its 
brutish rider. 
 “Stylistic Devices”76 
 Parallel introductory expressions: 
ַיַּוַו רֶֹקבַּבּ םָהָרְבַא םֵכְּשׁרֹמֲח־תֶא ֹשׁבֲחַיּוֹתִּא ויָרָעְנ יֵנְשׁ־תֶא חַקִּיַּו וֹ  “And 
Abraham got up in the morning and saddled his donkey, and 
took two of his lads with him…” (Gen 22:3abc) 
וֹנֹתֲא־תֶא ֹשׁבֲחַיַּו רֶֹקבַּבּ םָעְלִבּ םָקָיַּו…וֹמִּע ויָרָעְנ יֵנְשׁוּ  “And Balaam 
rose in the morning, and he saddled his jenny…and two of his 
lads were with him.” (Num 22:21a, 22b) 
  “Words Reminiscent of the Akedah:”77 
 ארה  “see” – 5x in Genesis 22 (note especially Gen 22:14); also 
5x in Num 22:21–35 (see the discussion of keywords in the 
previous chapter). 
 Words for “sword” – Abraham takes up his sword (תֶלֶכֲאַמ) to 
complete his grim task (Gen 22:6, 10), which he ultimately is 
not required to complete; Balaam wishes for a sword (בֶרֶח) to 
kill his ass (Num 22:29), while the unseen messenger stands 
nearby with drawn sword, and eventually appears (Num 22:23, 
31). 
In Safren’s view, these elements reveal an allusive relationship between the two 
stories whereby “[t]he contrast between the arrogant, godless heathen and the humble, 
godly Abraham is…heightened.”78 He elaborated this point as follows: 
For the purpose of heaping scorn and ridicule on the figure of Balaam, 
and of denigrating his vaunted mantic prowess, what better foil could 
be found than the revered ancestor Abraham…? And how Abraham 
appears all the more worthy of divine election and of 
Israelite…veneration when compared to the arrogant but blind and 
foolish heathen seer Balaam!79 
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The foregoing examination of the jenny episode indicates that Safren’s negative 
description of Balaam is altogether too strong. To be sure, the episode is intended to 
complicate Balaam, to humanize the protagonist of the pericope; but to view him so 
harshly in light of this section is to overlook the larger picture of his steady movement 
toward true, even prophetic insight and understanding. 
Indeed, there remains a piece of textual evidence that argues strongly in favor 
of seeing the parallels between Abraham and Balaam as reflecting positively on the 
Aramean prophet. I refer to the blessing given to Abraham by Yahweh in Gen 12:3ab: 
 ֙הָכֲר ָֽבֲאַוָ֣בְמ ֶ֔כְרךָי  And I will bless those who bless you, 
 ֖ךְָלֶלַּקְמוֹּ֑אָא ר  and the one who damns you I will curse. 
Later, Isaac passes a version of this blessing on to Jacob, disguised as Esau, in Gen 
27:29ef: 
 ֶ֣רְרֹא֔רָא ךָירוּ  Those who curse you are cursed, 
 ֶ֖כֲרָבְמֽוּ׃ךְוּֽרָבּ ךָי  and those who bless you are blessed. 
On the other hand, Balaq, in his misattribution of divine power to a human agent, 
inverts this blessing in Num 22:6, as part of his initial message to Balaam: 
 ָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא֙ךְֵרָֹ֔רבְמ ךְ  Whom you bless is blessed, 
 ֶ֥שֲׁאַוֹ֖אָתּ ר׃ר ָֽאוּי ר  and whom you curse will be cursed. 
Balaam, however, returns to the original formulation in the final couplet of his third 
oracle (Num 24:9): 
 ֶ֣כֲרָבְמ֔רָב ךָיךְוּ  Those who bless you are blessed, 
 ֶ֖רְרֹאְו׃רוּֽרָא ךָי  and those who curse you are cursed. 
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Thus, in one stroke, Balaam’s prophetic utterance rejects Balaq’s distorted 
misconception, while simultaneously reaffirming the great divine promise given to the 
patriarchs. In this way Balaam is portrayed as both reverent of the patriarchal tradition 
and actively involved in promulgating it. 
Consequently, rather than seeing the above connections with the Aqeda story 
as an invitation to a two-way reading of both narratives whereby both the increased 
praise of Abraham and the denigration of Balaam are achieved simultaneously, instead 
I would submit that they stand simply as demonstrations of the allusion of the jenny 
episode to the earlier text involving Abraham. Thematically, this comports well with 
what I already have observed about Sefer Bilvam, as follows. The Aqeda account 
begins with the establishment of distance between God’s perspective and that of 
Abraham. God sets out to test Abraham, but the man himself is unaware, and simply 
acts as he is directed. The weight of this distancing between human and divine 
perspectives carries through the entire story until its climactic moment, at which point 
it is eradicated by the revelation to Abraham of the true nature of things. Likewise in 
the jenny episode, Balaam’s perspective stands well removed from that of God, since 
his misinterpretation of God’s statement in Num 22:20 has led to his departure for 
Moab. His unawareness is emphasized repeatedly each time the donkey reacts to the 
messenger’s presence. This continues until the episode reaches its climax, where God 
uncovers Balaam’s eyes, he sees the messenger, and their ensuing dialogue results in 
Balaam’s growth and deepened understanding. Thus, an audience familiar with the 
story from Genesis would encounter in the jenny episode certain clues—a fair number 
of which, one notes, are clustered at the beginning of the episode—that prepare the 
reader for a story in which the obliviousness of the human protagonist will be 
corrected in the end by a revelation of divine truth. 
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Balaam and Moses 
In the words of Margaliot, “[t]he comparison between Balaam and Moses 
almost forces itself on the reader….”80 Already in midrashic tradition, this relationship 
was couched in a deeply negative view of Balaam as a sort of anti-Moses: 
 התאש רמול אובל דיתעל הפ ןוחתפ םלועה תומאל אוה ךורב שודקה חינה אל
 םיאיבנו םימכחו םיכלמ דימעהש םשכ אוה ךורב שודקה השע המ ונתקחר
 םלועה תומאל דימעה ךכ לארשיל … םעלבו לארשיל השמ דימעה הב אצויכ
האר םלועה תומאל לארשי יאיבנ םלועה תומא יאיבנל לארשי יאיבנ ןיב המ 
 תורבעה ןמ לארשי תא ןיריהזמ … תא דבאל הצרפ דימעה םיוגה ןמ דמעש איבנו
 םלועה ןמ תוירבה … ךורב שודקה קלס המל עידוהל םעלב תשרפ הבתכנ ךכל
השע המ הארו םהמ הזש םלועה תומאמ שדקה חור אוה.  
The Holy One, Blessed Be He, did not permit the communities of the 
world (to) open their mouth in times to come, to say that “(It is) you 
(who) have estranged us!” What did the Holy One, Blessed Be He, do? 
In the same way that he raised up kings, sages, and prophets for Israel, 
thus did he raise (them) up for the communities of the world. … 
Accordingly, he raised up Moses for Israel and Balaam for the 
communities of the world. See the difference between the prophets of 
Israel and the prophets of the communities of the world: the prophets of 
Israel warn Israel against transgressions, … but the prophet that arose 
from the nations established a breach to destroy the covenants from the 
world.81 … For this (reason), the parasha of Balaam was written: to 
teach why the Holy One, Blessed Be He, removed the holy spirit from 
the communities of the world; for this one arose from them, and see 
what he did!82 
The inherently condemnatory attitude toward Balaam that is plainly visible in this text 
has persisted as the standard view of this figure through the Middle Ages83 and up to 
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the present day, as exemplified in the work of scholars such as Margaliot.84 Normally, 
this perception derives primarily from Balaam’s being held responsible for the 
incident at Baval-Pevor, as stated explicitly in Num 31:16. Garsiel, for example, 
asserted that the similarity between Balaam’s patronymic רועב and the toponym  לעב
רועפ “indicates his responsibility for what happens at Peor.”85 The tenacity and force 
of this view have led to its retrojection onto Sefer Bilvam itself, such that even before 
one reaches the narrative detailing the events at Baval-Pevor—in which, incidentally, 
Balaam is never mentioned—one already perceives Balaam as consummately wicked, 
rushing off to Moab in the malicious hope of cursing God’s chosen people. It is in 
precisely this context that the comparison of Balaam to Moses has tended to take 
place. Indeed, this is the basis for the midrashic juxtaposition of Moses, the super-
prophet, and Balaam, the villain-prophet, a contrast that has no meaning outside of 
Balaam’s prophetic activities in Sefer Bilvam. Likewise, Margaliot wrote that “Balaam 
appears as the great antagonist of Moses: what Moses tried to do—and largely 
achieved—Balaam tried to undo.”86 
Again, however, I reiterate my view, stated frequently in this study, that Sefer 
Bilvam does not depict Balaam as a villain. He is flawed, to be sure, in the same way 
that any human is; but the pericope’s overall force points to his growth, and to his 
willingness to grow, in a way that ultimately comes across as complimentary. 
Moreover, across the book of Numbers, Moses exhibits a similarly flawed nature, 
except that his actually worsens as the book proceeds, rather than improving. 
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Ackerman provided a number of touchstones along the path of Moses’s decaying 
authority, of which I highlight only a few. In Num 10:29–32, the Israelites have been 
promised guidance by the pillar of cloud. Here, however, Moses asks Hobab for 
guidance in the wilderness. Ackerman observed that “[t]he context here stresses 
absolute divine control and guidance…and forces us to see Moses’ request as a breach 
of faith rather than as an act of prudence. Who needs Hobab when Israel can follow 
the pillar of cloud?”87 This stands as one of multiple demonstrations of Moses’s desire 
to share the burden of leadership embodied in his unique connection with God, such 
that when the people complain that they want meat in addition to manna in Num 11:4, 
their grumbling stands as a symbolic parallel of Moses’s own failing: “Just as the 
people have wrongly requested a diverse diet, Moses has wrongly requested to 
diversify the responsibility of leadership….”88 
Other challenges to Moses’s leadership similarly arise (see, for instance, the 
episode involving Eldad and Medad in Num 11:26–32, or Korah’s rebellion in 
Numbers 16), and the underlying tone of the narrative produces the progressively 
increasing sense that “challenging Moses’ unique authority, even his own desire to 
lighten his burden by broadening that authority, prevents progress toward Canaan and 
masks a yearning for Egypt.”89 Finally, “[i]n chapter 20 Moses is tested: in the pre-
Sinai wilderness he had brought forth water from the rock with his staff. Has he grown 
sufficiently to believe that the words he speaks through YHWH’s command have 
more power than the staff?”90 The answer, of course, is “no:” Moses strikes the rock at 
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Meribah with his staff, waters come forth, and as a consequence he is denied entry into 
the Promised Land. 
In broad terms, then, Moses is portrayed as a figure who is endowed by God 
with prophetic authority, but grows increasingly weary of this burden, and ultimately 
is denied the prize toward which he has led his people for so long. Balaam, on the 
other hand, is a divinatory specialist who begins with no special qualifications except 
for his professional reputation, who makes mistakes but is receptive to divine 
correction at every stage, who even acts of his own accord to bring his behavior into 
line with God’s will, and who ultimately receives true prophetic inspiration ( ויָלָע יִהְתַּו
םיִהלֱֹא ַחוּר “and upon him was the spirit of Elohim,” Num 24:2).91 As a result, despite 
the tremendous fame of Moses, Israel’s preeminent lawgiver and the one human 
whom God has entrusted with the Sinai covenant, somehow one is peculiarly 
unsurprised that in Sefer Bilvam we encounter “[a]n extraordinary twist in the plot 
[that] assigns the most far-reaching and positive visions of Israel’s future found in the 
entire Pentateuch to a Near Eastern diviner rather than to Moses.”92 Thus, the 
juxtaposition of these two figures aims at nothing so facile as the elevation of one and 
the denigration of the other, but rather invites the reassessment of both men, both 
positively and negatively, in the light of one another. 
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Other Biblical References to Balaam 
Although Balaq is mentioned on his own only once in the Bible outside of 
Sefer Bilvam, in Judg 11:25 where he is identified simply as an enemy of Israel, 
Balaam’s name arises in no less than nine places, as follows: 
ֵ֨כְלַמ־תֶאְוָ֜יְדִמ י֣גְרָה ןֶ֗היֵלְלַח־לַע וּם ִ֤וֱא־תֶאֶ֨ר־תֶאְו י֙םֶק֤צ־תֶאְו ֙רוּח־תֶאְו רוּ ֶ֔ר־תֶאְו עַב
ֵ֖מֲחֵ֣כְלַמ תֶשׁ ָ֑יְדִמ י֙תֵאְו ןָ֣עְלִבּ ם ֔עְבּ־ןֶבּ֖גְרָה רוֹ׃בֶר ָֽחֶבּ וּ  
And the kings of Midian they killed, along with their slain: Evi, 
Reqem, S 9ur, H9ur, and Reva: the five kings of Midian; and Balaam son 
of Bevor they slew with the sword.  
(Num 31:8) 
ֵ֣הֵ֜ה ן֨יָה הָנֵּ֤נְבִל וּ֙לֵאָרְשִׂי יַ֣בְדִבּ ָ֔עְלִבּ רם ַ֥מ־רָסְמִלָ֖והיַבּ לַע֑עְפּ־רַבְדּ־לַע הִ֥הְתַּו רוֹי 
ָ֖פֵגַּמַּהַ֥דֲעַבּ ה ת׃ה ָֽוהְי  
Behold, [the women] caused the children of Israel, by the word of 
Balaam, to commit treachery against Yahweh in the matter of Pevor, 
and the plague came among the congregation of Yahweh.  
(Num 31:16) 
ַ֞בְדּ־לַעֶ֨שֲׁא ר֤מְדִּק־ֹאל ר֙םֶכְתֶא וֶּ֣לַּבּ םֶח ַ֔מַּבוֶּ֖דַּבּ םִיֶ֣כְתאֵצְבּ ךְֶרָ֑רְצִמִּמ ם֩רֶשֲׁאַו םִי ַ֨כָשׂ ר
ֶ֜לָעָ֣עְלִבּ־תֶא ךָי֗עְבּ־ןֶבּ ם֛תְפִּמ רוֹרוֹ ַ֥רֲאַ֖רֲהַנ ם׃ָךּ ֶֽלְל ַֽק ְל םִי ָ֞בָא־א ֹֽ לְוָ֤והְי הֶ֨הלֱֹא ה֙ךָי 
ֹ֣מְשִׁלָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ַעם ֩ךְֹפֲהַיַּוָ֨והְי ֶ֧הלֱֹא ה֛ךְָלּ ךָיֶא ָ֖לָלְקַּה־תה ָ֑כָרְבִלִ֥כּ ה֖ךְָב ֵֽהֲא יָ֥והְי  ה
׃ךָי ֶֽהלֱֹא 
…due to the fact that [the Ammonites and Moabites] did not welcome 
you with bread and water on the road as you came out from Egypt, and 
that Balaam son of Bevor was hired against you from Pethor of Aram-
Naharaim, to curse you. But Yahweh your god did not deign to hear 
Balaam, and Yahweh your god changed the curse into a blessing for 
you, because Yahweh your god loves you.  
(Deut 23:5–6 [English: 4–5] [2x]) 
ָ֥עְלִבּ־תֶאְו֖עְבּ־ןֶבּ םֵ֑סוֹקַּה רוֹ֧גְרָה םוּ ֵ֛אָרְשִׂי־י ֵֽנְבֶ֖חַבּ ל׃ם ֶֽהיֵלְלַח־לֶא בֶר  
And Balaam son of Bevor, the diviner, the children of Israel killed with 
the sword, along with their slain.  
(Jos 13:22) 
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ָ֨יַּוָ֤לָבּ םָק֙רוֹפִּצ־ןֶבּ קֶ֣מ ָ֔אוֹמ ךְֶלָ֖לִּיַּו בםֶח ֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבַּו לַ֗לְשִׁיָּ֛רְקִיַּו חָ֥עְלִבְל א֖עְבּ־ןֶבּ םרוֹ 
ֵ֥לַּקְל׃ם ֶֽכְתֶא ל ֹ֥ לְוִ֖בָא אֹ֣מְשִׁל יִתיָ֑עְלִבְל ַעָ֤בְיַו ם֙ךְוֹרָבּ ךְֶר ֶ֔כְתֶאִ֥צַּאָו םֶ֖כְתֶא ל׃וֹֽדָיִּמ ם  
And Balaq son of S 9ippor, king of Moab, rose and attacked Israel, and 
sent and summoned Balaam son of Bevor to curse you. But I did not 
deign to hear Balaam, and indeed he blessed you, and I delivered you 
from his hand.  
(Jos 24:9–10 [2x]) 
 ִ֗מַּע֙אָנ־רָכְז י  My people, please recall 
 ַ֗עָיּ־הַמ֙קָלָבּ ץֶ֣מ ָ֔אוֹמ ךְֶלב  what Balaq king of Moab counseled, 
 ָ֥נָע־הֶמוּ֖תֹא הוֹ  and what Balaam son of Bevor  
 ָ֣עְלִבּ֑עְבּ־ןֶבּ םרוֹ  answered him; 
 ֙םיִטִּשַּׁה־ןִמָ֔גְּלִגַּה־דַע ל  from Shit @t@im to Gilgal, 
 ַ֕מְלַ֖דּ ןַע֥קְדִצ תַע׃ה ֽ ָוהְי תוֹ  for the sake of knowledge of the righteous 
deeds of Yahweh.  
(Mic 6:5) 
ִ֣כֹּ֧ ל י֛מְדִּק אֵ֥נְבּ־תֶא וֵּ֖אָרְשִׂי יֶ֣לַּבּ לםֶח ָ֑מַּבוֹּ֨כְּשִׂיַּו םִיָ֤לָע ר֙םָעְלִבּ־תֶא וי֔לְל ַֽק ְל וֹ ֹ֧פֲהַיַּו ךְ
ֵ֛הלֱֹאָ֖לָלְקַּה וּני׃ה ָֽכָרְבִל ה  
For [the Ammonites and Moabites] did not welcome the children of 
Israel with bread and water, and Balaam was hired against him [i.e., 
Israel] to curse him, and our god changed the curse into a blessing.  
(Neh 13:2) 
Of these attestations of Balaam’s name, only Mic 6:5 refers to him in a positive light. 
The rest portray him in decidedly negative fashion, in one case (Num 31:16) blaming 
him directly for Israel’s apostasy at Baval-Pevor, and in the others at least for his 
complicity in Balaq’s attempt to curse Israel. In modernity, the traditional explanation 
for this range of viewpoints on Balaam has been that the negative views represent a 
much later body of traditions, to be associated with the activities of a late monarchic 
and/or exilic Deuteronomist.93 At its core, this view strikes to the heart of the matter, 
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since on some level one must grapple with the preservation side by side of 
diametrically opposed traditions about this figure. Moreover, it is true that these 
citations appear to represent direct responses to the material narrated in Sefer Bilvam, 
particularly the reference in Deuteronomy that identifies Balaam’s place of origin as 
Pethor in Aram-Naharaim. However, one is somewhat puzzled by the tacit assumption 
that these traditions could not have existed more or less simultaneously. 
One also encounters alternative perspectives such as that of Lutzky,94 who 
interpreted the biblical ambivalence toward Balaam as indicative of a parallel 
ambivalence toward Ashera, a deity to whom she proposed Balaam possessed a 
special connection. Taking the epithet יַדַּשׁ “Shadday” as a reference to Ashera,95 rather 
than to El as is generally assumed,96 and restoring this epithet in the Deir vAllā 
inscriptions (I:15, which ends with š[xx]),97 she interpreted both this datum and the 
appearance of the name Shadday in Balaam’s titulary opening the third and fourth 
oracles (Num 24:4, 16) as indicative of Balaam’s link to this goddess.98 She went on to 
conclude that Israel’s vacillating attitudes toward Ashera resulted in concomitant 
shifts in the biblical perspective on Balaam: 
Balaam’s…apostasy from Yahwism may have been more apparent than 
real, reflecting, not inconsistency on his part, but inconsistent attitudes 
toward Asherah. When the worship of Asherah was tolerated (during 
much of the pre-exilic period), the goddess…is thought to have been 
popularly worshipped as the consort of Yahweh…. If Balaam was a 
diviner/prophet of Asherah, he may then have been seen as coming 
over to Yahweh’s camp (with Asherah). But when worship of Asherah 
was repudiated (e.g., during the reigns of Hezekiah, Asa, Josiah, or by 
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groups with conflicting interests), he may then have been seen as alien 
to Yahweh’s camp, the unreconstructed diviner/prophet of a pagan 
deity.99 
In assessing Lutzky’s arguments, we must recognize four specific points of concern. 
First, her acceptance of a connection between the name Shadday and the term ַשׁד  
“breast”100 cannot stand on philological grounds, since the name clearly derives from a 
root שׁדד  or שׁדה , while the term for “breast” is a simple biliteral, as are many body 
parts, for example, ַיד  “hand,” ַפּן  “face,” ַאף  “nose,” and so on. Second, her restoration 
of Š[dy] in DA I:15, which is based in part on the attestation of the epithet in the 
biblical Balaam material, is far from universally accepted. Third, without any 
additional trace of Ashera elsewhere in Sefer Bilvam, it is difficult to dismiss the 
possibility that the name Shadday in Balaam’s third and fourth oracles is in fact an 
epithet for El, as the parallel structure of Balaam’s titulary, and also the other biblical 
collocations of ֵאל  and יַדַּשׁ, would appear to suggest. And fourth, like the diachronic 
perspective identified above, Lutzky’s view treats the competing biblical accounts as 
unilaterally representative of the monolithic viewpoint of Israel at different times in its 
history. Thus, despite Lutzky’s thorough and provocative analysis, in the light of these 
problematic aspects her position ultimately must be set aside. 
To be sure, some of these references to Balaam are later derivatives of the 
earlier members of this group. The instance from Nehemiah, for example, clearly is 
patterned on Deut 23:5–6, and comes from a book whose late date is well established. 
Despite this fact, however, we need not assume that the negative perspective on 
Balaam reflected in these various texts is a late development. Rather, I would argue 
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that a synchronic perspective offers a new way of looking at this problem. On a few 
occasions in this study, I have suggested that Sefer Bilvam as it stands derives from the 
mid- to late 8th century BCE, and represents the culmination of Judahite efforts to 
standardize and incorporate into their religious literature a collection of 
Transjordanian Balaam traditions. The large-scale penetration of these traditions into 
Judah would have taken place under the impetus of ongoing Assyrian incursion into 
the southern Levant during this period, in which Judah experienced both an influx of 
northerners and an increase in literary production, according to perspectives such as 
that offered in Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman’s recent study.101 
If this assessment is correct, however, it is important also to realize that the 
positive Judahite response to these traditions, as attested in Sefer Bilvam, most likely 
was not unilateral. Whether because of his foreignness, or because he professed a non-
Yahwistic (or not exclusively Yahwistic) religious identity, or for some other reason, 
it is possible that there may have existed in Judah a competing view, whereby this was 
not a prophet whose fame warranted reworking and inclusion in the sacred history, but 
rather an idolater whose infamy rendered him a target for scorn and vilification. Thus, 
while one tradition, that of Sefer Bilvam, rendered him a true Yahwist who pronounced 
remarkable blessings on the wandering people of Israel, the other may have responded 
to this interpretation by defaming him, most notably in Num 31:16, where he is held 
responsible for the great sin of Israel at Baval-Pevor. Naturally, it is this condemnatory 
stance that would have thrived in later periods, when xenophobic and anti-divinatory 
sentiments were more widespread and pronounced. 
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Conversely, the positive reference to Balaam in Mic 6:5, which would be 
roughly contemporary with Sefer Bilvam according to the dating that I have proposed, 
would indicate that the prophet is familiar either with Sefer Bilvam itself or with the 
body of traditions from which it was constituted. This portion of Micah is directed at 
Samaria, and has been identified as an Israelian text.102 Thus, one might speculate that 
it reflects some familiarity with the Balaam traditions in the Israelian sphere, which 
would be unsurprising given that the one extrabiblically known locus for such 
traditions, namely Deir vAllā, was within the domain of the kingdom of Israel. 
An Application of Polak’s Statistical Approaches to the Prose Narrative of Sefer 
Bilvam 
I conclude this chapter by turning briefly to a relatively new analytical method 
developed by Frank H. Polak. This method is articulated in a series of four articles,103 
including a 1998 study entitled “The Oral and the Written.” In this work, he explained 
the theoretical underpinning of his approach by observing, first, a qualitative 
distinction between oral and written language, namely that oral language exhibits a 
marked increase in “(a) the use of subordinate clauses (hypotaxis), (b) the length of the 
noun string [that is, construct phrases, adjectival chains, appositives, and the like], 
[and] (c) the number of explicit syntactic constituents in the clause;” and a marked 
decrease in “(d) the frequency of reference by means of pronouns and deictic 
particles.”104 He related this observation to biblical narrative by noting that the earliest 
material is understood to have originated as a body of oral traditions, while late 
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biblical material such as that from the Persian period “likely…emerged in the scribal 
chancellery.”105 Accordingly, he hypothesized, one should be able to measure the 
difference between the various chronological strata of biblical narrative by collecting 
data on clause length and complexity, hypotaxis, deixis, nominalization of verbal 
roots, and so on. 
Polak began by gathering data from a substantial series of diagnostic texts 
from all periods, from early to late. Specifically, he calculated two ratios,106 one that 
measures the balance of nouns and verbs in each text (the NV ratio) and another that 
measures the balance of nominalized verbal forms (participles, infinitives, etc.) and 
finite verbs in each text (the NF ratio).107 Having collected the data from his diagnostic 
texts and arranged it into a convenient chart,108 in which he delineated four distinct 
chronological strata: the classical stratum, which includes narratives relating to the 
Patriarchs, the Exodus, David, and so on; a transitional subclass whose prose he 
described as “intricate classical narrative,” which includes the Joseph story, portions 
of Judges, and so on; the late pre-exilic/exilic period, including later portions of Kings, 
Jeremiah, and so on; and the Persian era, including Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther, 
Chronicles, and so on. This breakdown enabled him to calculate the following baseline 
figures for each category: 
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Table 13: Polak’s Statistical Averages by Chronological Stratum 
 Nouns Verbs NV ratio Nominal Finite NF ratio 
Classical 15,523 9631 .612 1521 7974 .154 
Intricate classical 6532 3362 .656 559 2698 .175 
(Late pre-)exilic 6707 2457 .724 564 1995 .207 
Persian 5629 2062 .739 671 1350 .326 
These data reveal a clear increase in both NV ratio and NF ratio over time, with the 
lowest figures appearing in the earliest material, and the highest figures in the latest 
material. Although the data for the individual texts in each stratum vary, in some cases 
quite widely,109 overall Polak’s original hypothesis is borne out by the figures 
presented in his chart. Consequently, Polak characterized the classical material, with 
its relatively low number of nouns and nominalized verbal forms, as “rhythmic-
verbal,” and the late material, which exhibits high figures in these categories, as 
“complex-nominal.”110 
In the second portion of this study, Polak proceeded to track the narrative 
complexity of the four strata in different ways. Specifically, he counted the number of 
“arguments” in each clause, by which he apparently meant explicitly stated syntactical 
components other than the governing verb, such as subject, object, and so on 
(excluding pronouns); the number of “embedded” or subordinate clauses, and the 
number of extended noun phrases such as construct chains and series of adjectival 
descriptors.111 Although he did not produce a series of averages for the four periods, as 
he had for the figures presented in the previous portion of the study, his results 
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nevertheless were demonstrative: clause complexity, hypotaxis, and the frequency of 
nominal strings all increase considerably over time, with the lowest figures in the 
classical stratum and the highest figures associated with the Persian era. I offer the 
following averages based on the data he provided. The first two columns represent the 
percentage of total clauses that are either simple or embedded, respectively; and the 
third column represents a ratio of expanded noun strings to total clauses. 
Table 14: Narrative Complexity by Stratum, Based on Polak’s Data112 
 Simple clauses  
(0–1 arguments) Embedded clauses 
Extended noun 
strings / clauses 
Classical 56.86 % 11.24 % 0.3148 
Intricate classical 41.77 % 19.24 % 0.4635 
(Late pre-)exilic 35.59 % 21.67 % 0.7849 
Persian 24.63 % 33.55 % 1.0404 
As Polak noted, his approach to broad strata of biblical narrative is not 
designed as a tool for dating individual texts, but rather is intended to provide an 
“overview of the entire corpus.”113 In applying his method to an isolated pericope such 
as Sefer Bilvam, therefore, it is important not to attempt to draw firm conclusions on 
the basis of the resulting figures. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to employ this 
innovative approach to the text at hand, to see whether it yields any meaningful 
observations. Thus, I present the following assessment based on my own collection of 
the relevant data in Sefer Bilvam. 
By my count, this pericope exhibits 415 nouns and 310 verbs, for a NV ratio of 
.572; and 54 nominalized and 256 finite verbal forms, for a NF ratio of .174. These 
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numbers are quite low, and situate the text squarely within the classical stratum 
identified by Polak. However, the complexity of language in the pericope profoundly 
conflicts with this assessment. Clauses with one or zero arguments account for only 
36.56 percent of the total number of clauses in the text, a number far lower than the 
average for the classical-stratum texts examined in Polak’s study. In fact, this number 
for Sefer Bilvam appears to accord best with figures from the late pre-exilic/exilic 
period. Likewise, the number of embedded clauses in this pericope, which account for 
23.81 percent of all clauses, far outstrips the classical average. Here too, the figure for 
our text is closest to that of the late pre-exilic/exilic stratum. Only the quantity of 
extended noun strings, which occur 0.1781 times per clause in the pericope, is shifted 
toward the classical end of the spectrum, and in fact is lower than the figure for that 
period. 
These conflicting data amply demonstrate that an individual text can deviate 
widely from the averages established for the various strata, and also that it can be 
difficult to refine the distinctions between adjacent strata on the basis of limited 
quantitative evidence. Moreover, Polak’s method requires the acceptance of both his 
dating and his delimitation of the various diagnostic texts he used to calculate his 
averages; and although there is general consensus on these matters for the vast 
majority of these texts, this issue nevertheless drives home the general and 
impressionistic nature of his conclusions. Ultimately, therefore, when approaching a 
single text like Sefer Bilvam using this method, the most profitable approach surely is 
to find the most suitable middle ground for this text on the spectrum of Polak’s 
statistical data. In other words, based on the data I have presented for this pericope, it 
seems appropriate to evaluate the text neither as a highly complex classical narrative, 
nor as an unusually rhythmic-verbal late pre-exilic/exilic one, but rather as situated 
somewhere in between, namely, in the intricate classical stratum. In support of this 
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evaluation, I not that it accords with the late-8th-century date I have proposed for Sefer 
Bilvam based on the evidence presented in this dissertation. 
To go a step further, I turn to another method articulated by Polak for 
evaluating biblical narrative on a statistical basis.114 Again, the notion underlying this 
second approach is that the language of the Bible changed over time, with later 
material evincing clear distinctions from earlier texts. In this article, Polak suggested a 
series of changes in verbal usages based on gradual shifts in the contexts out of which 
the literary production of the various biblical periods came. Working in three distinct 
semantic fields (verbs of movement; verbs of perception; and a third, unnamed 
category that one might term “verbs of transferrence:” giving, taking, and so on),115 he 
collected data from a series of pericopes in each of his four chronological strata, by 
counting the occurrences of three different verbs in each semantic category: in the 
category of movement he counted the verbs ךלה, אוב, and the control verb אצי; in the 
perception category he counted the verbs האר, עמשׁ, and the control verb עדי; and in 
the transferrence category he counted the verbs חקל, איבה, and the control verb אשׂנ.116 
The results of Polak’s statistical analysis appeared to indicate that the changes 
in verbal usages over time “point to differences in mentality rather than in language 
usage as such.”117 In an effort to bring together his findings and the established 
historical picture, Polak formulated the hypothesis that the composers of the earlier 
narratives, which were primarily oral in nature, had more immediate contact with the 
events that inspired their stories: they went (ךלה) about the land, saw (האר) what took 
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place, and took (חקל) this information for use in their compositions. By contrast, the 
scribal contexts out of which the Persian-era material arose would have been attached 
to a central locus, namely the Jerusalem court, in which others came (אוב) to them 
bringing (איבה) reports of important events, which they heard (עמשׁ). Thus, the 
experiences of those who produced the literature of the Bible’s various chronological 
periods informed the worldview evident in their work. The table below shows average 
percentages for each verb within their respective semantic categories, as detailed by 
Polak. 
Table 15: Verbal Usage Averages in Polak’s Three Categories 
Verbs of Movement118 
 ךלה אוב אצי 
Classical 42.67 % 42.46 % 14.87 % 
Intricate classical 38.08 % 42.68 % 19.25 % 
(Late pre-)exilic 33.85 % 49.61 % 16.54 % 
Persian 24.46 % 64.13 % 11.41 % 
Verbs of Perception119 
 האר עמשׁ עדי 
Classical 52.78 % 23.48 % 23.74 % 
Intricate classical 47.66 % 27.10 % 25.23 % 
(Late pre-)exilic 37.93 % 42.76 % 19.31 % 
Persian 18.18 % 18.18 % 63.64 % 
Verbs of Transferrence120 
 חקל איבה אשׂנ 
Classical 63.24 % 18.92 % 17.84 % 
Intricate classical 58.33 % 21.88 % 19.79 % 
(Late pre-)exilic 63.24 % 19.85 % 16.91 % 
Persian 23.86 % 48.86 % 27.27 % 
                                                 
 
118
 See Polak 1998b: 159. 
119
 See Polak 1998b: 160. 
120
 See Polak 1998b: 158. 
 537 
As the averages in the table demonstrate, this means of mapping the diachronic 
development of biblical narrative is even more impressionistic than the method 
discussed above. In a very broad sense, one has the impression that Polak’s hypothesis 
is generally correct, as evident, for example, in the general decrease over time of the 
verbs ךלה, האר, and חקל; but these data do not reveal as clear a process of 
chronological change as do the figures relating to the nominal–verbal balance and 
clause complexity of biblical prose texts. 
Consequently, it is even more challenging to make sense of the data from a 
single text such as Sefer Bilvam. In this pericope, the 23 instances (thus, 63.89 percent) 
of the verb ךלה outnumber the ten attestations (27.78 percent) of אוב by a margin of 
more than two to one, with three occurrences (8.33 percent) of אצי. The verb האר 
appears ten times (71.43 percent) to one instance (7.14 percent) of עמשׁ, with three 
attestations (21.43 percent) of עדי. And there are five instances (38.46 percent) of חקל, 
none of איבה, and eight (61.54 percent) of אשׂנ, with most of the instances of this verb 
occurring in the formulaic statement ר ַ֑מֹאיַּו וֹלָשְׁמ אָשִּׂיַּו “and he took up his theme and 
said,” which precedes each of Balaam’s oracular speeches. If Polak’s hypothesis is 
taken very generally, these data would seem to push our text to the earlier end of the 
spectrum, in which the verbs ךלה, האר, and חקל predominate. However, a closer look 
at Polak’s specific data for individual texts reveals that in two of the three categories, 
the closest statistical analogue to Sefer Bilvam is a split pericope constituted of Judges 
4 and 9. In this text, ךלה is used 22 times and אוב 12 times, for a similar ratio of about 
two to one;121 and חקל is used four times while איבה does not appear at all, a situation 
nearly identical to that in our text.122 These numbers are closer than those of any other 
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individual pericope to those of Sefer Bilvam; and this text is situated not in the 
classical stratum, but in the slightly later intricate classical phase. Only with respect to 
verbs of perception does Sefer Bilvam deviate from the figures for Judges 4 and 9; but 
in this category, numbers comparable to those from our pericope are in evidence for as 
many texts from the intricate classical stratum as from the earliest material in Polak’s 
analysis.123 
In addition, it is worthwhile to consider the degree to which data such as these 
may be skewed by the specific content of the text in question. In Sefer Bilvam, for 
example, I already have called attention to the significance of sight as a central 
concept in the pericope.124 Consequently, it is somewhat unsurprising that the verb 
האר is more common than some other verb of perception relating to a different sense, 
such as עמשׁ. Indeed, it would be a grievous abuse of Polak’s method to suggest that it 
is impossible for a late text to focus primarily on sight, or for an early text to focus 
primarily on hearing! 
Polak’s approaches provide a unique means of accessing significant 
information about the process of development that biblical literature underwent over 
the course of the first millennium BCE. To reiterate, however, it must be stressed that 
both of these approaches are most informative when engaged with an eye toward 
broad spans in the diachronic development of biblical narrative, rather than toward 
relatively short individual texts. The data from Sefer Bilvam amply demonstrate the 
potential for wide variation between individual texts within a single chronological 
stratum, and also for considerable overlap between adjacent strata that renders it 
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difficult to draw sharp divisions between them. Having said this, however, in applying 
both of Polak’s methods to the pericope with which we are concerned, it remains 
apparent that the most natural conclusion is indeed that Sefer Bilvam belongs to the 
intricate classical stratum. Although these approaches are not well-suited to 
establishing the date of this or any other individual section of biblical narrative, when 
their results correspond satifactorily to conclusions drawn on the basis of other types 
of evidence, they may provide at least some impressionistic support for those 
conclusions. Thus, as noted above, the statistical data presented here appear to support 
the hypothesis I have articulated elsewhere that places this text in the late 8th century. 
The Literature of Sefer Bilvam: An Overview 
As the last two chapters have shown, Sefer Bilvam evinces an enormous range 
of rich, highly expressive literary figuration that extends in scope from the smallest 
phoneme to the most sweeping thematic gesture. Careful attention to detail is evident 
on oral–aural, compositional, high-literary, and didactic levels, with the sundry 
devices employed by the authors frequently working in tandem to produce the desired 
effect. The pericope’s tightly wrought construction renders it profoundly difficult to 
accept the hypothesis that it represents an unharmonized patchwork of preexisting 
documents, particularly with regard to the central jenny episode, which is routinely 
perceived as an interpolation. Rather, the text’s unity is evident in the gradual buildup 
of its central ideas, which occurs in stages from the narrative’s start to its conclusion. 
The main assertions of the pericope are twofold: first, Israel’s greatness and 
success are outward signs of its status as God’s chosen people; and second, no human 
desire or action is sufficient to countermand the will of God. The first assertion is 
expressed primarily (but not exclusively) in Balaam’s poetic oracles, which stand in 
dialogue with the poetic highlights of the patriarchal tradition, and which also present 
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a subtly worked account of Israelite history from the Wandering Period to the time of 
the pericope’s ultimate composition. The second assertion is expressed primarily (but 
not exclusively) in the prose, and is embodied, as the story progresses, in the steady 
growth of Balaam, who gradually comes to understand for himself this very point. 
These two assertions are mutually supportive, and intertwine in the relationship 
between the poetic and prosaic sections, while simultaneously achieving a cutting 
satire of Balaq, the story’s villain, by way of elements reminiscent of the Exodus story 
that invite his comparison with Pharaoh. 
As the main character in the pericope, Balaam, unsurprisingly, is depicted in a 
particularly rich and layered fashion. Beginning as a businessman, with the 
concomitant willingness to entertain the possibility of a new client, Balaam embarks 
on a transformative journey in which he makes mistakes, acts wilfully, beats an 
animal, speaks out-of-turn, and performs useless rituals; and yet he also admits his 
faults, learns from his experiences, carefully relays the messages with which God has 
entrusted him, and ultimately achieves both unsolicited prophetic inspiration and true 
understanding of his role as a transmitter of divine will. All too often, this positive 
presentation of Balaam goes unappreciated in both scholarship and exegesis. 
Many of the observations yielded by the literary perspectives applied in this 
study are perceptible on some level by their very nature, even without the benefit of 
close literary analysis. Indeed, it is with precisely such observations that literary study 
is concerned, since it aims not to reveal hidden truths, but to examine the tools by 
which the text’s myriad meanings are conveyed to its audience. At the same time, 
however, close scrutiny of the type that I have undertaken can yield—has yielded—
layers of sophistication that are not readily apparent in even the most insightful 
reader’s casual encounter with the text. This, too, is a primary concern of the literary 
approach, namely, to attune the audience’s literary “palette” to the minute traces of 
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expressive potential that reveal themselves only under the microscope of careful 
examination. Having successfully pursued both of these goals by synthesizing 
numerous perspectives on Sefer Bilvam with current methodological approaches in the 
study of biblical literature generally, I turn now to the final task of reintegrating my 
observations into the broader body of discourse on the pericope in question.
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSIONS:  
RE-ENGAGING THE ESTABLISHED DISCOURSE  
ON SEFER BILvAM 
A Return to the Primary Interests of Prior Scholarship 
Part of the relevance of any new piece of scholarship lies in its ability to 
engage in dialogue with prior efforts to come to terms with the material under study. 
For this reason, the first task I undertake here is to present the perspectives developed 
in my research that relate to the central concerns of the last several decades of biblical 
studies, namely, those of dating, provenance, redaction, and historical context. In order 
to address these issues, I offer a concise rendering of my view of the Sitz im Leben of 
Sefer Bilvam, which I have formulated on the basis of the cumulative body of analysis 
undertaken in the previous chapters. 
The Sitz im Leben of Sefer Bilvam 
Balaq’s Moabite monarchy as depicted in Sefer Bilvam produces some 
complications when taken in combination with the pericope’s Wandering-Period 
setting. Archaeological efforts have “yielded only meager remains from Iron Age I,” 
resulting in a general picture that “does not confirm the biblical traditions 
concerning…Moab…during the time of the Exodus….”1 In his publication of the third 
archaeological campaign at the important Moabite city of Dibon, A. D. Tushingham 
observed that “the earliest occupation of the mound coincides almost exactly with the 
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floruit of Mesha,” the 9th-century king who credits himself in the Mesha Stele with 
breaking the yoke of Israelian domination.2 There is some question, therefore, about 
the existence of a true Moabite kingdom significantly earlier than the Israel’s United 
Monarchy, which has led to the widespread view that this pericope represents a 
retrojection of dealings between the Israelite and Moabite monarchies onto the 
premonarchic period.3 
We may never know whether Sefer Bilvam was built around some kernel of 
historical truth. We can be certain, however, that in its present form the pericope 
exhibits decidedly monarchic concerns. The four major oracles, which bear intimate 
links with the prose material, are deployed along a staged historical timeline running 
from the Wandering Period through the pre-monarchy to the reigns of Saul and David. 
The third oracle in particular devotes special attention to the stability and prosperity 
associated with monarchy, and the fourth poem celebrates the military exploits of 
Israel’s most venerated king. Having been placed in the mouth of a figure speaking 
ostensibly during the Wandering Period, these statements come across as prophetic 
precedents for the successes of Israel. In turn, the realization of these successes during 
the period between the narrative’s temporal setting and its time of authorship would 
have “proven” the truth of the oracles, further validating their praise of Israel’s 
greatness and unique connection to God. 
We may be still more specific. The deliberate, literarily motivated employment 
of numerous non-SBH linguistic features in the pericope speaks to its SBH (read: 
Judahite) dialectal “center,” particularly in light of the handful of these features that 
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are juxtaposed directly with their SBH equivalents.4 In addition, these data accord 
perfectly with the emphasis in the second and third oracles of imagery—even of 
precise phraseology—that is associated specifically with Judah in Genesis 49.5 This 
evidence is supported by the decidedly Judahite geographical perspective of the 
oracular material, particularly the fourth poem, which mentions only polities that 
border Judah. Thus, although David’s victories over Moab and Edom, to which the 
oracle refers, are presented elsewhere side by side with his successes against northern 
neighbors such as the Ammonites and the Arameans (see 2 Samuel 8), these other 
peoples do not appear in this pericope at all.6 Moreover, this picture is completed by 
the three short oracular codas, which provide additional details pointing to Judah as 
the geographical center of the pericope’s worldview. 
Given that the inscriptions from Deir vAllā implicate Gilead as a region in 
which traditions about Balaam thrived, we must explain how such traditions, situated 
within the purview of the northern kingdom of Israel, wound up incorporated into the 
sacred literary tradition of Judah. I have suggested that the middle of the 8th century 
BCE is a likely timeframe in which this may have occurred, during the extended 
period of increasing Assyrian incursion into the northern parts of the southern Levant, 
most likely in association with the reign of Tiglath-pileser III (744–727). As this 
process wore on, at least some part of the populations in these areas likely would have 
moved southward to escape the Assyrian threat, and in doing so, they may have been 
responsible for importing into Judah a rich body of Balaam traditions, which then 
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were consolidated, adapted, and incorporated into the Yahwistic literature of that 
kingdom. 
This hypothesis comports well with the date of the Deir vAllā inscriptions, 
whose archaeological context places them in “about the first half of the 8th century 
BC,”7 and also fits comfortably with the only other positive reference to Balaam in the 
Bible, which appears in Mic 6:5. Since the prophecy within which this reference 
occurs is directed at Samaria, it presumably must have been composed prior to the fall 
of the northern kingdom in 722. Moreover, the surrounding context in Micah strikes a 
tone that is remarkably similar to that evident in Sefer Bilvam, especially with regard 
to the inefficacy of empty ritual, particularly of the sacrificial kind (Mic 6:6–7). These 
statements, which occur in the Israelian portion of the book of Micah (chapters 6–7), 
resonate with similar condemnations of sorcery and idolatry that appear in the book’s 
earlier chapters (see, for example, Mic 5:11–14 [English: 5:12–15]). Notwithstanding 
the disparate provenances of Micah 1–5 and Micah 6–7, the ideas expressed in these 
specific places bear a similar resemblance to the religious reforms undertaken by 
Hezekiah (2 Kgs 18:1–6), who took the throne in 728. Given that the superscription to 
the book of Micah connects it with the same period, this observation suggests that the 
prophetic material in question may well have been produced during or slightly before 
the early part of this king’s reign. 
One may prefer to see Micah’s reference to Balaam as an indicator that Sefer 
Bilvam already had achieved some sort of official status in the Judahite tradition, or 
instead to believe that this reference simply reflects Micah’s awareness of the same 
body of traditions that gave rise to the pericope in Numbers. In either case, there is 
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some appeal in conceiving of the two texts as separate attestations of a broader 
religious sensibility, perhaps even the very movement whose ideals Hezekiah upheld 
with his reforms. Moreover, it is within this same context—that of calls for reform in 
Judahite Yahwism—that the negative views of Balaam attested elsewhere may have 
gained a foothold. If indeed the historical Balaam bore no connection, or at least no 
special connection, to Yahweh, as the Deir vAllā materials may suggest, then some 
may have found the idea of his incorporation into the Yahwistic tradition anathema. 
Returning again to Sefer Bilvam itself, the chronological schema of the last 
three short oracles fits nicely into this timeframe. Taking up the temporal context of 
the fourth major oracle, the short coda referring to Amaleq (Num 24:20) looks back on 
David’s resounding defeat of this people (1 Samuel 30). The next oracular coda (Num 
24:21–22) describes the impending Assyrian destruction of the Kenite strongholds. 
According to Judg 4:11, some Kenites were living in the area north of the Galilee, and 
so a confrontation between this group and Assyria would fit comfortably into the 
temporal context of the text’s composition; and it is striking, moreover, that the 
Kenites’ impending doom is not presented as a completed event—it is impending, but 
it has not yet happened. Finally, the last coda (Num 24:23–24), which is not directed 
at a specific people, reinforces the perspective according to which Assyrian represents 
the pinnacle of destructive force, and looks ahead to threats as yet unknown, who may 
eclipse even the might of the Assyrian armies. In sum, the temporal perspective 
evident in these oracles situates them comfortably in the “present” of the Assyrian 
threat in the mid- to late 8th century. 
Thus, this pericope presents a Wandering-Period story of a confrontation 
between Israel and Moab, that celebrates monarchic traditions culminating in the 
military achievements of David, that is presented as a story of hope and a reminder of 
Israel’s unique status as God’s chosen people at a time when the seemingly 
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insurmountable threat of Assyrian domination loomed on the horizon. Moreover, the 
power of the pro-Israelite sentiments expressed in Balaam’s oracles is heightened 
dramatically by their placement in the mouth of an Aramean—an archenemy of Israel 
who hails from the heartland of the threatening Assyrian Empire.8 
In addition, if one accepts this hypothesis for the date of Sefer Bilvam, one 
notes that there is no clear reference to the ongoing conflict between Moab and the 
northern kingdom of Israel, a relationship that occupied much of the 9th century. 
Rather, the victories over Moab that are celebrated appear to be those of David, whose 
tribe came to dominate the southern kingdom under the rule of his bloodline. This, too, 
lends support to the suggestion that Sefer Bilvam, as we know it, is to be identified as a 
Judahite text, concerned with Judahite interests and extolling Judahite heritage. 
This being the case, it is possible that one might prefer to see the bulk of Sefer 
Bilvam, up to the end of the fourth oracle, as earlier material dating from during or just 
after David’s reign.9 It is possible, moreover, to interpret the archaic features that 
Shelomo Morag adduced in the pericope’s poetic sections as further indication that 
this may be a more appropriate way to date the pericope, or at least most of it.10 This 
perspective cannot be rejected out of hand, but I maintain that the most likely period 
for the absorption of Gileadite traditions about Balaam into the narratives of Judah 
would have been in the period I have indicated. This is especially so given the 
possibility that Balaam himself is to be associated with a larger body of prophetic 
traditions deriving from 9th-century Gilead, after David’s reign, of which both Elijah 
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and Elisha were a part.11 Whether or not Balaam himself came from Gilead, his 
activity in that region, as indicated by the Deir vAllā inscriptions, may have rendered 
him an appealing figure to the Judahite religious establishment, who may have hoped 
to lay claim to the same prophetic heritage in which Elijah and Elisha were situated. 
In any case, moreover, the extant form of Sefer Bilvam evinces a wide array of 
characteristics that speak to the 8th-century date I have proposed. The emphasis on 
Balaam’s Arameanness, whether literary liberty or historical fact, finds voice in both 
the poetry and the prose. Indeed, the poems themselves stand in direct and frequent 
dialogue with their narrative context, to the extent that a significant quantity of 
Balaam’s oracular material would be unintelligible if extracted from the surrounding 
prose. Other literary devices, some quite extensive, speak to an overarching 
compositional integrity extending across the entire pericope, including the jenny 
episode, which is viewed frequently as a separate unit. In short, even if one accepts my 
suggested dating, one may prefer to cling to the notion that certain limited elements in 
the pericope must have predated the 8th-century composition, in either oral or written 
form. But when one considers this view against the tightly cohesive character of Sefer 
Bilvam as a unified text, Jacob Milgrom’s observation ultimately rings true: “[E]ven 
were this so, the fusion is so thoroughgoing and skillful that the original seams are no 
longer visible: The redaction is a new artistic creation.”12 
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What Else Have We Gained Here? Fresh Perspectives on Sefer Bilvam and Biblical 
Studies 
It is important to point out here that the research I have undertaken in this 
dissertation was never aimed specifically at answering the perennial questions with 
which prior scholarship has been concerned. As such, the reader must recognize the 
limitations of this research in addressing questions for which other methodologies are 
better suited. By taking up the concerns of dating, provenance, redaction, and 
historical context in the preceding section, I have attempted only to demonstrate that 
my conclusions bear on those of other methodologies, and indeed have provided new 
angles from which to consider how we answer questions relating to these topics.  
I would posit, however, that the contributions of this study have outreached 
these traditional scholarly concerns, and engaged this particular pericope in a manner 
that previously had not been undertaken in any systematic fashion. I believe that the 
synthesis of prior treatments of this material that I have presented here, together with 
my own observations, has produced not only an effective argument for the wider 
scholarly application of linguistic and literary methods to the biblical corpus in 
general, but also an invitation for the scholarly community to reinvest some of its 
energies in the pursuit of questions other than those that have driven modern discourse 
for the last several decades. 
In a nutshell, I have attempted to examine how the text of Sefer Bilvam works. 
Specifically, I have explored the complex inner mechanics of the text and language of 
Sefer Bilvam, considered the tools employed by its authors to convey the desired 
meanings, and assessed the collective effect that their efforts produce as one proceeds 
through this piece of literature. The results amply reveal the ingenuity and 
sophistication of the authors, and remind us why biblical literature has so captivated 
audiences for millennia. Indeed, this last aspect is far from a mere pietistic truism; nor 
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is it an appeal to the vagaries of aesthetics. Rather, I suggest that it is precisely this 
fascination that has acted as a central stimulus of the profound modern interest in how 
to date, divide, and attribute these materials—not the other way around! Thus, my 
efforts here, taken as a whole, simply represent an attempt to ask why the text is so 
compelling as a piece of literature, what makes it so, and how the authors shaped 
words and ideas to achieve this in their art. My hope, therefore, is that my work not 
only illuminate the pericope with which it is directly concerned, but also invite further 
analysis and appreciation of these matters in the literary study of the Bible. 
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APPENDIX 
TRANSLATION OF SEFER BILvAM, 
WITH TEXT-CRITICAL NOTES 
 
There appear in the course of this translation a number of notes detailing textual 
differences between the MT and the versions. On the one hand, some of these 
differences are of negligible consequence from a text-critical perspective, as is the 
case, for example, with the tendency in the DSS for mālē' spellings to appear in places 
where the MT exhibits h9āsēr orthography. On the other hand, at times the differences 
clearly stem from the incorporation—often on a large scale—of interpretive elements 
into the text. One illustrative example is Num 24:7: 
 ַ֨מ־לַזּ  ִֽי֙םִיָ֣דִּמ ָ֔יְלו  Water drips from his boughs, 
 ֖עְרַזְוַ֣מְבּ וִֹ֑בַּר םִיםי  and his seed is in many waters. 
 ֹ֤רָיְו֙גַגֲא ֵֽמ ם֔כְּלַמ וֹ  And his king shall be exalted above Agag, 
 ֵ֖שַּׂנִּתְו׃וֹֽתֻכְלַמ א  and his kingdom shall be lifted up. 
(MT) 
e0celeu&setai a!nqrwpov e0k tou= spe/rmatov au)tou= 
kai\ kurieu&sei e0qnw~n pollw~n, 
kai\ u9ywqh&setai h2 Gwg basilei&a au)tou=, 
kai\ au0chqh&setai basilei&a au)tou=. 
A man shall emerge from his seed 
and be lord of many nations, 
and his kingdom shall be exalted over Gog, 
and his kingdom shall be increased. 
(LXX) 
For these reasons, I do not attempt here to produce a comprehensive account of all 
variant readings. Rather, I focus instead on highlighting those places where the 
 552 
versions may provide insight of a text-critical and/or interpretive nature. Where 
relevant, these matters have been discussed in the foregoing study.
22:2  ַ֥יַּוָ֖לָבּ אְר֑פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֵ֛א רוָֹ֥שָׂע־רֶשֲׁא־לָכּ ת ה
ֵ֖אָרְשִׂי ׃י ִֽרֹמֱא ָֽל ל3ָ֨יַּוָ֜אוֹמ רָגֵ֥נְפִּמ בָ֛עָה יֹ֖אְמ ם ד
ִ֣כּ֑ה־בַר י ָ֣יַּו אוָּ֔אוֹמ ץָקֵ֖נְפִּמ בֵ֥נְבּ י׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי י 
4ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜אוֹמ רֶמאֵ֣נְקִז־לֶא בָ֗יְדִמ יָ֞תַּע ן֤כֲחַלְי ה וּ
ָקַּה֙לָהִ֣בְס־לָכּ־תֶא ֵֹ֔תביֹ֣חְלִכּ וּני֔שַּׁה ךְֵ֖א רוֹ ֶ֣י ת קֶר
ֶ֑דָשַּׂהָ֧לָבוּ ה֛פִּצ־ןֶבּ קֶ֥מ רוָֹ֖אוֹמְל ךְֶלֵ֥עָבּ ב ת
׃או ִֽהַה 5ַ֨לְשִׁיַּוִ֜כָאְלַמ חָ֣עְלִבּ־לֶא םי֗עְבּ־ןֶבּ ם רוֹ
ְ֠פּ הָרוֹתaֶ֧שֲׁאָ֛הָנַּה־לַע ררa bֶ֥א֖מַּע־יֵנְבּ ץֶרוֹb 
֑ל־ֹארְקִלֹ֗מאֵל וִֹ֠ה רַ֣ע הֵנָּ֤צָי םַ֨רְצִמִּמ א֙םִי ֵ֤נִּה ה
֙הָסִּכֵ֣ע־תֶא ָ֔אָה ןי֥הְו ץֶרֵֹ֖שׁי אוּ ׃י ִֽלֻמִּמ ב6֩הָתַּעְו 
ָ֨נּ־הָכְלִ֜לּ־הָר ָֽא אָ֣עָה־תֶא יֶ֗זַּה ם֥צָע־י ִֽכּ ה֙אוּה םוּ 
ֶ֔מִּמַ֤לוּא יִנּ֙לַכוּא י֔בּ־הֶכַּנ ֶ֖שְׁרָגֲאַו וָֹ֑אָה־ןִמ וּנּ ץֶר
ִ֣כַּ֗דָי יֵ֤א יִתְּע֙ךְֵרָבְתּ־רֶשֲׁא תָֹ֔רבְמ ֶ֥שֲׁאַו ךְֹ֖אָתּ ר ר
׃ר ָֽאוּי 7ֵ֨יַּו֜כְלֵ֤נְקִז וּ֙בָאוֹמ יֵ֣נְקִזְו ָ֔יְדִמ י ןcִ֖מָסְקוּםי  
ָ֑דָיְבּםcֹ֨בָיַּו ֙וּאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֥רְבַּדְיַו םָ֖לֵא וֵּ֥רְבִדּ וי י
׃ק ָֽלָב 8ֹ֣ יַּוֶ֗היֵלֲא רֶמאִ֤ל ם֙הֹפ וּניַ֔לַּה ִֹ֤תבִשֲׁהַו הָלְיי 
֙םֶכְתֶא ָ֔בָדֶּ֛שֲׁאַכּ רֵ֥בַּדְי ר֖ ָוהְי רָ֑לֵא ה֥בְשֵׁיַּו יוּ  
22:2And Balaq son of S 9ippor saw all 
that Israel had done to the Amorite(s). 
3And Moab feared the people much, 
for it was great; and Moab dreaded the 
children of Israel. 4And Moab said to 
the elders of Midian, “Now the throng 
will lick up everything around us, as 
the ox licks up the grass of the field.” 
And Balaq son of S 9ippor was king of 
Moab at that time. 5And he sent 
messengers to Balaam son of Bevor at 
Pethor, awhich is on the rivera—bthe 
land of the children of his peopleb—to 
summon him, saying, “Behold, a 
people has come out from Egypt; 
behold, it has covered the eye of the 
land, and it dwells opposite me. 6And 
now, please come, curse for me this 
people, for it is stronger than I; perhaps 
I will be able to strike it, that I might 
drive it from the land; for I know that 
whom you bless is blessed, and whom 
you curse will be cursed.” 7And the 
elders of Moab and the elders of 
Midian went, cdivinations in their 
hands,c and they came to Balaam, and 
they spoke to him Balaq’s words. 8And 
he said to them, “Lodge here tonight, 
and I will bring back to you the word 
that Yahweh speaks to me.” And the 
abc
 
                                                 
 
a—a
 Tg. Onqelos, Tg. Pseudo-Yonatan: תַרְפּ לַעְד “which is on the Euphrates.” 
b—b
 Samaritan Targum: ןומע ינב ערא “land of the children of Ammon.” Peshit[ta:     (l'rv' 
dbny vmwn) “to the land of the children of Ammon.” 
c—c
 Targum Pseudo-Yonatan: ןוהידיב ןמיתח ןימסיקד ןידגו “(with) sealed divinatory fortunes in their 
hands.” Vulgate: habentes divinationis pretium in manibus “bearing the divinatory price in their 
hands.” 
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ָ֖אוֹמ־י ֵֽרָשׂ׃ם ָֽעְלִבּ־םִע ב 9ֹ֥ בָיַּוִ֖הלֱֹא א םי
ָ֑עְלִבּ־לֶאֹ֕ יַּו םִ֛מ רֶמאִ֥שָׁנֲאָה יֵ֖אָה םי׃ךְ ָֽמִּע הֶלּ 
10ֹ֥ יַּוָ֖עְלִבּ רֶמאִ֑הלֱֹאָה־לֶא םָ֧לָבּ םיֹ֛פִּצ־ןֶבּ ק ר
ֶ֥מָ֖אוֹמ ךְֶלַ֥לָשׁ ב ׃י ָֽלֵא ח11ֵ֤נִּה֙םָעָה הֵֹ֣ציַּה  א
ַ֔רְצִמִּמַ֖כְיַו םִיסֵ֣ע־תֶא ָ֑אָה ןיָ֗תַּע ץֶרָ֤כְל ה ה
֙יִלּ־הָב ָֽק֔תֹא ַ֥לוּא וַֹ֛כוּא יָ֥לִּהְל ל֖בּ םֶח ׃וי ִֽתְּשַׁרֵגְו וֹ
12ֹ֤ יַּו֙םיִהלֱֹא רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֹ֥ ל םֵ֖לֵת אֶ֑הָמִּע ךְֹ֤ ל ם א
֙רֹאָתָ֔עָה־תֶא ִ֥כּ ם֖רָב י ׃אוּֽה ךְוּ13 ָ֤יַּו֙םָעְלִבּ םָק 
ֹ֔בַּבֹּ֨ יַּו רֶק֙רֶמא ֵ֣רָשׂ־לֶאָ֔לָב י֖כְל קֶ֑כְצְרַא־ל ֶֽא וּ ם
ִ֚כֵּ֣אֵמ יָ֔והְי ןִ֖תִּתְל ה֥לֲֹהַל י ׃ם ֶֽכָמִּע ךְ14֨קָיַּו֙וּמוּ 
ֵ֣רָשָׂ֔אוֹמ יֹ֖בָיַּו בָ֑לָבּ־לֶא וּאֹ֣ יַּו ק֔רְמאֵ֥אֵמ וָּ֖עְלִבּ ן ם
֥לֲֹה׃וּנ ָֽמִּע ךְ 15ֹ֥יַּו֖ע ףֶסָ֑לָבּ דוֹ֣לְֹשׁ קִ֔רָשׂ ַחִ֥בַּר םי םי
ִנְוִ֖דָבְּכ׃הֶלּ ֵֽאֵמ םי 16ֹ֖בָיַּוָ֑עְלִבּ־לֶא וּאֹ֣ יַּו ם֗ל וּרְמא וֹ
ֹ֤כּ֙רַמָא ה ָ֣לָבּ֔פִּצ־ןֶבּ קָ֥נ־לַא רוַֹ֖נָמִּת א֥לֲֹהֵמ ע ךְ
׃י ָֽלֵא 17ֵ֤בַּכ־י ִֽכּ֙ךְָדֶבַּכֲא דֹ֔אְמ ֹ֛כְו דַ֥מֹאתּ־רֶשֲׁא ל ר
ַ֖לֵאֶ֑שֱׂע ֶֽא י֙אָנּ־הָכְלוּ הִ֔לּ־הָב ָֽק ֵ֖א יָ֥עָה תם׃הֶֽזַּה  
18֣ ַיַּוָ֗עְלִבּ ןַעֹ֨ יַּו ם֙רֶמאֵ֣דְבַע־לֶא ָ֔לָב יִ֥ל־ןֶתִּי־םִא ק י
ָ֛לָבֹ֥ לְמ ק֖תיֵב אֶ֣כּ וָֹ֑הָזְו ףֶסֹ֣ ל בַ֗כוּא אֹ֙רבֲעַל ל 
֙יִפּ־תֶאָ֣והְי ָ֔הלֱֹא ה֥שֲׂעַל יָ֖נַּטְק תוֹ֥א ה׃ה ָֽלוֹדְג וֹ 
19ָ֗תַּעְו֨בְשׁ הָ֥נ וֶּ֛זָב אֶ֖תַּא־םַגּ הָ֑לַּה םֵ֣אְו הָלְיָ֔עְד ה
ֵֹ֥סיּ־הַמָ֖והְי ףֵ֥בַּדּ ה׃י ִֽמִּע ר 20ֹ֨ בָיַּוִ֥הלֱֹא א םי׀ 
֮םָעְלִבּ־לֶא֒הָלְיַל ֹ֣ יַּו ֗ל רֶמאֹ֤ רְקִל־םִא וֹ֙ךְָל אָ֣בּ  וּא
ִ֔שָׁנֲאָה֖ק םיֵ֣ל םוָּ֑תִּא ךְַ֗אְו םָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא ךְ ר
ֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁאֶ֖לֵא ר֥תֹא ךָי׃ה ֶֽשֲׂעַת וֹ 21 ָ֤יַּוםָק֙םָעְלִבּ  
ֹ֔בַּבֹּ֖בֲחַיּ  ַֽו רֶק֑נֹתֲא־תֶא שֵׁ֖יַּו וֵֹ֥רָשׂ־םִע ךְֶל׃ב ָֽאוֹמ י  
officers of Moab stayed with Balaam. 
9And Elohim came to Balaam, and he 
said, “Who are these men with you?” 
10And Balaam said to (the) Elohim, 
“Balaq son of S 9ippor, the king of 
Moab, sent to me: 11‘Behold the people 
coming out from Egypt: it has covered 
the eye of the land! Now, come, damn 
it for me; perhaps I will be able to 
battle against it, and drive it out.’” 
12And Elohim said to Balaam, “You 
shall not go with them, and you shall 
not curse the people, for it is blessed.” 
13And Balaam rose in the morning, and 
he said to the officers of Balaq, “Go to 
your land, for Yahweh has refused to 
allow me to go with you.” 14And the 
officers of Moab rose, and they came 
to Balaq, and they said, “Balaam 
refused to come with us.” 15And Balaq 
persisted further, sending officers 
greater and more important than these. 
16And they came to Balaam, and they 
said to him, “Thus says Balaq son of 
S 9ippor: ‘Please, do not refrain from 
going to me, 17for I will honor you very 
greatly, and all that you say to me I 
will do. Go, please, curse for me this 
people.’” 18And Balaam answered, and 
he said to Balaq’s servants, “If Balaq 
were to give me the fullness of his 
house, silver and gold, I would be 
unable to oppose the mouth of Yahweh 
my God to do (anything,) small or 
great. 19And now, please stay in this 
(place) tonight, you also, that I may 
know how Yahweh will continue to 
speak with me.” 20And Elohim came to 
Balaam at night, and he said to him, “If 
it is to summon you that these men 
have come, then rise, go with them; but 
just the word that I speak to you—it 
shall you do.” 21And Balaam rose in 
the morning, and he saddled his jenny, 
and he went with the officers of Moab.  
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22ַ֣א־רַח ִֽיַּו֮םיִהלֱֹא ףֵ֣לוֹה־י ִֽכּ ֒אוּה ךְֵ֞צַּיְתִיַּו  ב
aַ֧אְלַמָ֛והְי ךְהaֶ֖דַּבּ ָ֣טָשְׂל ךְֶר֑ל ן֙אוּהְו וֵֹֹ֣כר  ב
֔נֹתֲא־לַעֵ֥נְשׁוּ וָֹ֖רָעְנ י׃וֹֽמִּע וי 23ֵ֣תַּו֩ןוֹתָאָה אֶר 
ַ֨אְלַמ־תֶאָ֜והְי ךְָ֣צִּנ הֶ֗דַּבּ ב֤בְּרַחְו ךְֶר֙הָפוּלְשׁ וֹ 
ָיְבּ֔דֵ֤תַּו וֹ֙ןוֹתָא ָֽה טֶ֔דַּה־ןִמ ֵ֖תַּו ךְֶרֶ֑דָשַּׂבּ ךְֶל ַ֤יַּו ה ךְ
֙םָעְלִבָּ֣ה־תֶא ֔תָאָֹ֖תטַּהְל ןוֹ׃ךְֶר ָֽדַּה הּ 24֙דֹמֲעַיּ  ַֽו 
ַ֣אְלַמָ֔והְי ךְ֖עְשִׁמְבּ הִ֑מָרְכַּה לוֵֹ֥דָגּ םיֶ֖זִּמ רֵ֥דָגְו ה ר
׃ה ֶֽזִּמ 25ֵ֨תַּו֜תָאָה אֶרַ֣אְלַמ־תֶא ןוָֹ֗והְי ךְ֙ץֵחָלִּתַּו ה 
ִ֔קַּה־לֶאַ֛חְלִתַּו ריֶ֥ר־תֶא ץָ֖עְלִבּ לֶגִ֑קַּה־לֶא ם רי
ֹ֖יַּו ׃הּ ָֹֽתכַּהְל ףֶס26֥יַּוָ֖והְי־ךְַאְלַמ ףֶסוֹ֑בֲע ה רוֹ
֙דֹמֲעַיּ  ַֽו֣קָמְבּ ָ֔צ םוֶֹ֛שֲׁא רֶ֥דּ־ןי ֵֽא ר֖טְנִל ךְֶרִ֥מָי תוֹ ןי
׃לוא ֹֽ מְשׂוּ 27ֵ֤תַּו֙ןוֹתָא ָֽה אֶרַ֣אְלַמ־תֶא ךְָ֔והְי  ה
ַ֖בְּרִתַּוַ֣תּ ץָ֑עְלִבּ תַחַ֣א־רַח ִֽיַּו םָ֔עְלִבּ ף ַ֥יַּו ם ךְ
֖תָאָה־תֶא׃ל ֵֽקַּמַּבּ ןוֹ 28ַ֥תְּפִיַּוָ֖והְי חִ֣פּ־תֶא ה י
֑תָאָהֹ֤ תַּו ןוֹ֙םָעְלִבְל רֶמאִ֣שָׂע־הֶמ ֔ךְָל י ִֽתיִ֣כּ  י
ַ֔תיִכִּהֶ֖ז יִנ֥לָֹשׁ ה׃םי ִֽלָגְר שׁ 29ֹ֤ יַּו֙םָעְלִבּ רֶמא 
֔תָא ָֽלִ֥כּ ןוַֹ֖לַּעְתִה יִ֑בּ ְתְּל֤ל יֶ֨ח־שֶׁי וּ֙בֶרִ֔דָיְבּ ִ֥כּ י י
ָ֖תַּע׃ךְי ִֽתְּגַרֲה ה 30ֹ֨ תַּו֜תָאָה רֶמאָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא ןוֹ ם
֩אוֹלֲהִ֨כֹנָא ֜ךְָנ ֹֽתֲא יַ֣כָר־רֶשֲׁא ַ֗לָע ָתְּב֙ךְָדוֹֽעֵמ י 
֣יַּה־דַעֶ֔זַּה םוֵֹ֣כְּסַה ַֽה הַ֔כְּסִה ן֥שֲׂעַל יִתְּנוֹ֖ךְָל ת ֹ֑כּ ה
ֹ֖ יַּו׃א ֹֽ ל רֶמא 31ַ֣גְיַו֮הָוהְי לֵ֣ניֵע־תֶא ֒םָעְלִב יַ֞יַּו  אְר  
22And Elohim’s anger flared because 
he was going, and aa messenger of 
Yahweha stationed himself in the road 
as an obstacle to him; and he was 
riding on his jenny, and two of his lads 
were with him. 23And the jenny saw 
Yahweh’s messenger, his sword of 
flame in his hand, and the jenny veered 
from the road, and went into the field; 
and Balaam beat the jenny for its 
veering (from) the road. 24And 
Yahweh’s messenger stood in a 
vineyard path, fences this way and that. 
25And the jenny saw Yahweh’s 
messenger, and it crushed against the 
wall, and it crushed Balaam’s foot 
against the wall; and Balaam persisted 
in beating her. 26And Yahweh’s 
messenger persisted in opposing, and 
stood in a narrow place, where there 
was no way to veer right or left. 27And 
the jenny saw Yahweh’s messenger, 
and it lay down beneath Balaam; and 
Balaam’s anger flared, and he beat the 
jenny with the cane. 28And Yahweh 
opened the jenny’s mouth, and she said 
to Balaam, “What have I done to you 
that you beat me these three times?” 
29And Balaam said to the jenny, 
“Because you have mocked me! If only 
there were a sword in my hand, for 
now I would kill you.” 30And the jenny 
said to Balaam, “Am I not your jenny, 
upon whom you have ridden from your 
past until this day? Have I ever made a 
habit of doing this to you?” And he 
said, “No.” 31And Yahweh uncovered 
a
 
                                                 
 
a—a
 LXX (here and throughout): o9 a!ggelov tou= qeou= “the messenger (or: angel) of the god (= 
*םיִהלֱֹא ).” Vulgate: angelus Domini “an angel of the Lord.” 
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ַ֤אְלַמ־תֶא֙הָוהְי ךְָ֣צִּנ ֶ֔דַּבּ ב֥בְּרַחְו ךְֶרָ֖פֻלְשׁ וֹ֑דָיְבּ ה וֹ
ֹ֥קִּיַּוַ֖תְּשִׁיַּו ד׃וי ָֽפַּאְל וּח 32ֹ֤ יַּו֙ויָלֵא רֶמאַ֣אְלַמ  ךְ
ָ֔והְיָ֗מ־לַע הִ֨כִּה הָ֙תי ֹ֣תֲא־תֶא֔ךְָנֶ֖ז ֣לָשׁ הִ֑לָגְר שׁוֹ םי
ֵ֤נִּה֙יִכֹנָא ה ָ֣צָיָ֔טָשְׂל יִתא ןaַ֥רָי־י ִֽכֶּ֖דַּה ט׃י ִֽדְּגֶנְל ךְֶרa 
33ַ֨אְרִתַּו֙יִנ֔תָא ָֽה ֵ֣תַּו ןוַֹ֔נָפְל טֶ֖ז י֣לָֹשׁ הִ֑לָגְר שׁ םי
֙יַלוּאְטָנ ָ֣תַ֔נָפִּמ הִ֥כּ יָ֛תַּע יָ֥כְתֹא־םַגּ הַ֖רָה ה יִתְּג
ָ֥תוֹאְו׃יִתיֵֽיֱחֶה הּ 34ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜עְלִבּ רֶמאַ֤אְלַמ־לֶא ם ךְ
֙הָוהְיָ֔טָח ִ֚כּ יִתאֹ֣ ל יַ֔דָי אִ֥כּ יִתְּעָ֛תַּא יָ֥צִּנ ה ב
ִ֖תאָרְקִלָ֑דַּבּ יָ֛תַּעְו ךְֶרַ֥ר־םִא הֶ֖ניֵעְבּ ע֥שָׁא ךָי הָבוּ
׃י ִֽלּ 35ַו֩רֶמֹאיַּ֨אְלַמ ָ֜והְי ךְָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא הֵ֚ל ם ךְ
ָ֣ה־םִעִ֔שָׁנֲאֶ֗אְו םיָ֛בָדַּה־תֶא סֶפֵ֥בַּדֲא־רֶשֲׁא ר ר
ֶ֖לֵא֣תֹא ךָיֵ֑בַּדְת וֵֹ֥יַּו רָ֖עְלִבּ ךְֶלֵ֥רָשׂ־םִע ם׃ק ָֽלָב י 
36ַ֥מְשִׁיַּוָ֖לָבּ עִ֣כּ קָ֣ב יָ֑עְלִב אֵ֨צֵיַּו ם֜תאָרְקִל א וֹ
ִ֣ע־לֶאָ֗אוֹמ רי ב֙רֶשֲׁא֣בְגּ־לַע ֹ֔נְרַא לוֶּ֖שֲׁא ן ר
ֵ֥צְקִבּ׃לוּֽבְגַּה ה 37ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜לָבּ רֶמאָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא קֹ֩אלֲה ם 
֨לָֹשַׁ֤לָשׁ ַחֶ֨לֵא יִתְּח֙ךָיָ֔ל־ֹארְקִל ָ֥ל ךְַ֖לָה־ֹאל הָמּ ָתְּכ
ָ֑לֵאָ֔נְמֻא ַֽה יֹ֥ ל םַ֖כוּא א׃ךָ ֶֽדְבַּכּ ל 38ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜עְלִבּ רֶמא ם
ָ֗לָבּ־לֶאֵנּ ִֽה קָ֨ב־ה֙יִתאֶ֔לֵא ָ֕תַּע ךָי֥כָיֲה הַ֖כוּא לוֹ ל  
Balaam’s eyes, and he saw Yahweh’s 
messenger stationed in the road, his 
sword of flame in his hand; and he 
bowed and prostrated himself on his 
face. 32And Yahweh’s messenger said 
to him, “Why did you beat your jenny 
these three times? Behold, I set out as 
an obstacle, afor the way is yārat [ in 
front of me.a 33And your jenny saw me, 
and turned aside before me these three 
times. Perhaps since she turned aside 
from before me, now I should kill you 
and let her live.” 34And Balaam said to 
Yahweh’s messenger, “I have sinned, 
for I did not know that you were 
stationed to greet me on the road. And 
now, if (it is) evil in your eyes, let me 
return.” 35And Yahweh’s messenger 
said to Balaam, “Go with the men; but 
only the word that I say to you—it 
shall you speak.” And Balaam went 
with the officers of Balaq. 36And Balaq 
heard that Balaam had come, and he 
went out to greet him at Ir-Moab, 
which is in the region of Arnon, which 
is at the edge of the region. 37And 
Balaq said to Balaam, “Did I indeed 
not send to you, to call to you? Why 
did you not come to me? Am I truly 
unable to honor you?” 38And Balaam 
said to Balaq, “Behold, I have come to 
you. Now, am I indeed able to say 
a
 
                                                 
 
a—a
 4QNumb:  איכרהעידגנל ךרדה  “for the way is evil before me.” Tg. Onqelos:  יַמָדְק יֵלְג יֵרֲאתַאְד יֵעְר 
יִלבִקְל אָחרוֹאְב לַזיֵמְל “for this appears evil before me, to proceed on the way against me.” Tg. Pseudo-
Yonatan: ילבוקל אנגוהמ אל אלימו אמע תי טולימל לזימל יעב תנאד ימדק ילגו “and it appears to me that you 
seek to proceed, to curse the people; and the matter is not proper before me.” Tg. Neofiti:  תטס םורא
ילבק לכ ןמ החרא “for the way turns from all (that is) against me.” Samaritan Targum: שיב אלהו ליבש ך
ךלבק “indeed, evil is your path before you.” LXX: o3ti ou0k a)stei/a h9 o9do/v sou e0nanti/on mou “for your 
way is not seemly before me.” Vulgate: quia perversa est via tua mihique contraria “for perverse 
is your way against me.” Peshit[ta:  	    (vl dtrs9' 'wrh 9' lwqbly) “because you desire the 
way against me.” 
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ֵ֣בַּדּ֑אְמ רָ֗בָדַּה הָמוֶּ֨שֲׁא רִ֧שָׂי רֱא םיִ֛הלִֹ֖פְבּ םי י
֥תֹא׃ר ֵֽבַּדֲא וֹ 39ֵ֥יַּוךְֶל ָ֖עְלִבָּ֑לָבּ־םִע םֹ֖בָיַּו ק וּא
ַ֥יְרִק׃תוֹֽצֻח ת 40חַ֣לַּשְׁיַו ןא ֹ֑ צָו ר ָ֣ק ָבּ ק ָ֖לָבּ ח ַ֥בְּזִיַּו 
ָ֔עְלִבְלִ֖רָשַּׂלְו םֶ֥שֲׁא םי׃וֹֽתִּא ר 41ִ֣הְיַוֹ֔בַּב יַ֤קִּיַּו רֶק ח
֙קָלָבָּ֔עְלִבּ־תֶא ֲעַיּ  ַֽו םֵ֖ל֣מָבּ וּהָ֑בּ תוֹ ַ֥יַּו לַעָ֖שִּׁמ אְר ם
ֵ֥צְק׃ם ָֽעָה ה 23:1ֹ֤ יַּו֙םָעְלִבּ רֶמאָ֔לָבּ־לֶא ִ֥ל־הֵנְבּ ק י
ֶ֖זָבָ֣עְבִשׁ הֹ֑חְבְּזִמ הֵ֥כָהְו ת֙יִל ןֶ֔זָבּ ָ֥עְבִשׁ הִ֖רָפ ה םי
ָ֥עְבִשְׁו׃םי ִֽליֵא ה 2֣ ַיַּוָ֔לָבּ שַׂעֶ֖שֲׁאַכּ קֶ֣בִּדּ רָ֑עְלִבּ ר ם
ַ֨יַּוַעָ֧לָבּ לָ֛עְלִבוּ קָ֥פּ םַ֖אָו ר ׃ַח ֵֽבְּזִמַּבּ לִי3ֹ֨ יַּו רֶמא
ָ֜עְלִבָּ֗לָבְל ם֮בֵצַּיְתִה ק֒ךֶָתָֹלע־לַע  ָ֗כְל ֵֽאְוַ֞לוּא ה י
ֵ֤רָקִּי֙הָוהְי הִ֔תאָרְקִל ַ֥בְדוּ יֵ֖אְרַיּ־הַמ ר  ַ֣גִּהְו יִנ יִתְּד
ָ֑לֵ֖יַּו ךְיִפ ֶֽשׁ ךְֶלa׃ 4ָ֥קִּיַּוִ֖הלֱֹא רְלִבּ־לֶא םיָ֑עֹ֣ יַּו ם רֶמא
ָ֗לֵאַ֤עְבִשׁ־תֶא ויֹ֙תחְבְּזִמּ ַֽה תַ֔רָע ַ֛אָו יִתְּכָ֥פּ לַע ר
ַ֖אָו׃ַח ֵֽבְּזִמַּבּ לִי 5ָ֧יַּוָ֛והְי םֶשָׂ֖בָדּ הִ֣פְבּ רָ֑עְלִב י ם
ֹ֛ יַּו֥שׁ רֶמאָ֖לָבּ־לֶא בוֹּ֥כְו ק׃ר ֵֽבַּדְת ה 6֣ ָיַּוָ֔לֵא בָשׁ וי
ֵ֥נִּהְוָ֖צִּנ ה֑תָֹלע־לַע ב֖ה וֹאוֵּ֥רָשׂ־לָכְו ׃ב ָֽאוֹמ י 
7ָ֥שִּׂיַּו֖לָשְׁמ אַ֑מֹאיַּו וֹר  
anything? The word that Elohim puts 
in my mouth—it shall I speak.” 39And 
Balaam went with Balaq, and they 
came to Qiryat-H9us [s [ot. 40And Balaq 
sacrificed cattle and sheep, and 
distributed them to Balaam and to the 
officers that were with him. 41In the 
morning, Balaq took Balaam and led 
him up Bamot-Baval, whence he saw 
the periphery of the people. 23:1And 
Balaam said to Balaq, “Build for me 
here seven altars, and provide for me 
here seven bulls and seven rams.” 2And 
Balaq did as Balaam had spoken, and 
Balaq and Balaam offered up bull and 
ram on the altar. 3And Balaam said to 
Balaq, “Station yourself beside your 
sacrifice, that I may go. Perhaps 
Yahweh will appear to greet me, and 
word of what he shows me I will tell to 
you.” And he went to a bare height.a 
4And Elohim appeared to Balaam, and 
he said to him, “The(se) seven 
sacrifices I have arranged; and I sent 
up bull and ram on the altar.” 5And 
Yahweh put a word in Balaam’s 
mouth, and he said, “Return to Balaq, 
and thus shall you speak.” 6And he 
returned to him, and behold, he was 
standing beside his sacrifice, he and all 
the officers of Moab. 7And he took up 
his theme and said: 
a
 
                                                 
 
a
 Thus HALOT, as per Elliger 1971. Levine 2000: 163, 166–167: “silently.” Tg. Onqelos: ְיָדיִחי  “alone.” 
Tg. Neofiti: בלבידיחי יפש  לארשי תי טולימל  “with a solitary, quiet heart, to curse Israel.” LXX: eu0qei=an 
“to a level place.” Vulgate: velociter “quickly.” 
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 ֠־ןִמֵ֨חְנַי םָרֲאָ֤לָב יִנק  From Aram Balaq leads me, 
 ֙בָאוֹמ־ךְֶל ֶֽמֶ֔ק־יֵרְרַה ֵֽמ םֶד  the king of Moab, from the mountains of the east: 
 ֙הָכְלִ֣לּ־הָר ָֽא ֹ֔קֲעַי יב  “Come, curse for me Jacob, 
 ָ֖כְלוָּ֥מֲֹעז ה׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי ה  and come, damn Israel.” 
 
8ָ֣מֹ֔קֶּא הֹ֥ ל בֹ֖בַּק אֵ֑א הל  8How can I doom when El has not doomed, 
 ָ֣מוֹּ֔עְזֶא הֹ֥ ל םַ֖עָז א׃ה ָֽוהְי ם  and how can I damn what Yahweh has not damned? 
 
9ֹ֤ רֵמ־י ִֽכּ֙םיִרֻצ שׁאֶ֔אְרֶא וּנּ  9For from the top of peaks I see him, 
 ֖עָבְגִּמוֶּ֑רוּשֲׁא תוֹנּוּ  and from hills I apprehend him: 
 ֙םָע־ןֶהָ֣דָבְל ֹ֔כְּשִׁי דן  Behold, a people who dwells alone, 
 ִ֖יוֹגַּבוֹּ֥ ל ם׃ב ָֽשַּׁחְתִי א  and among the nations is not reckoned. 
 
10ִ֤מ֙הָנָמ יַ֣פֲע ֹ֔קֲעַי רב  10Who can count the dust of Jacob, 
aָ֖פְּסִמוּרa bֶאֹ֣ר־תעַבbֵ֑אָרְשִׂי ל  aindeed, numbera bthe dust-cloudb of Israel? 
 ֹ֤מָתּ֙יִשְׁפַנ ת֣מ ִ֔רָשְׁי תוֹםי  May my soul die an upright death, 
 ִ֥הְתוִּ֖תיִרֲחַא י׃וּה ֹֽמָכּ י  and may my posterity be like it. 
11ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֶ֥מ םִ֖שָׂע הִ֑ל ָתיֹ֤קָל י ב
֙יַבְיֹאִ֔תְּחַקְל ֵ֖נִּהְו ךָיַ֥רֵבּ ה׃ךְ ֵֽרָב ָתְּכ 12ַ֖יַּוַ֑מֹאיַּו ןַע ר
ֹ֗ לֲה֩תֵא אֶ֨שֲׁא ִ֤שָׂי ר֙הָוהְי םי ִ֔פְבּ֥תֹא יֹ֖מְשֶׁא וֹ ר
׃ר ֵֽבַּדְל 13ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜לֵא רֶמאָ֗לָבּ ויךל ק*ִ֜תִּא א ָ֨נ־ י
֤קָמ־לֶא֙רֵחַא םוֶֹ֣שֲׁא ֶ֣אְרִתּ רָ֔שִּׁמ וּנּ םֶ֚אֵ֣צָק סֶפ וּה  
11And Balaq said to Balaam, “What 
have you done to me? Behold, to curse 
my enemies I brought you, and behold, 
you have blessed them greatly.” 12And 
he replied and said, “Is it not whatever 
Yahweh puts in my mouth (that) I 
should take care to speak?” 13And 
Balaq said to him, “Please come with 
me to another place from which you 
can see it—only its periphery will you 
see, and the whole of it you will not 
ab*
 
                                                 
 
a—a
 Samaritan Targum (manuscripts E and C, on which see Tal 1980: 1:vii): ינמ ןמו “and who can count” 
(רפסי ןמ appears in the preceding colon). LXX: kai\ ti/v e0cariqmh/setai “and who can count.” 
Accordingly, see Albright 1944: 213 n. 27: וִּמָס יַפר  “and who can number.” 
b—b
 Based on Akkadian turbu'u “dust-cloud.” See, e.g., Cohen 1978: 37–39, 60–63 nn. 65–87. LXX: 
dh&mouv “peoples.” Gray 1903: 347, Binns 1927: 162: תבבר־תא “the myriad (of).” Gevirtz 1963: 61, 
Levine 2000: 176–177: “one-fourth.” Albright 1944: 213, Loewenstamm 1964: 186, Milgrom 1990: 
321 n. 39: עברת)ת(  “dust-cloud.” 
*
 Qeri: ְלָכה . 
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ֶ֔אְרִת֖לֻּכְו הֹ֣ ל וֶֹ֑אְרִת אִ֖ל־וֹנְבָקְו ה׃ם ָֽשִּׁמ י 
14ֵ֨חָקִּיַּו֙וּהֵ֣דְשׂ הִֹ֔פצ ֹ֖ ר־לֶא םיָ֑גְּסִפַּה שׁאִ֨יַּו ה֙ןֶב 
ָ֣עְבִשֹׁ֔חְבְּזִמ הַ֛יַּו תָ֥פּ לַעַ֖אָו ר׃ַח ֵֽבְּזִמַּבּ לִי 
15ֹ֨ יַּו֙רֶמאָ֔לָבּ־לֶא ֵ֥צַּיְתִה קֹ֖כּ בֶ֑תָֹלע־לַע הִ֖כֹנָאְו ךָ י
ָ֥קִּא׃ה ֹֽכּ הֶר 16ָ֤קִּיַּו֙הָוהְי רָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ָ֥יַּו םָ֖בָדּ םֶשׂ ר
ִ֑פְבּ ויֹ֛ יַּו֥שׁ רֶמאָ֖לָבּ־לֶא בוֹּ֥כְו ק׃ר ֵֽבַּדְת ה 17ֹ֣ בָיַּו א
ָ֗לֵא֤נִּהְו וי֙בָצִּנ וֹֹ֣ע־לַע ֔תָלֵ֥רָשְׂו וָֹ֖אוֹמ י֑תִּא ב וֹ
ֹ֤ יַּו֙וֹל רֶמאָ֔לָבּ ֶ֖בִּדּ־הַמ ק׃ה ָֽוהְי ר 18ָ֥שִּׂיַּו֖לָשְׁמ א וֹ
ַ֑מֹאיַּור  
see—and curse it for me from there.” 
14And he took him (to) Sede-S 9ophim, 
to Rosh-Pisga, and he built seven 
altars, and he offered up bull and ram 
on the altar. 15And he said to Balaq, 
“Station yourself as before beside your 
sacrifice, and I shall appear as before.” 
16And Yahweh appeared to Balaam, 
and he put a word in his mouth, and he 
said, “Return to Balaq, and thus shall 
you speak.” 17And he came to him, and 
behold, he was standing beside his 
sacrifice, and the officers of Moab with 
him; and Balaq said to him, “What did 
Yahweh speak?” 18And he took up his 
theme and said:
 ֤ק֙קָלָבּ םוָּ֔מֲשֽׁוּ ע  Rise, Balaq, and hear; 
 ִ֥זֲאַהַ֖דָע הָנייa֥נְבּ ׃ר ֹֽפִּצ וֹ  attend my testimony,a son of S 9ippor: 
 
19ֹ֣ לִ֥א א֙לֵא שׁיֵ֔זַּכי ִֽו ב  19El is neither a man to deceive, 
 ָ֖דָא־ןֶבוָּ֑חֶנְתִיְו םם  nor a mortal to regret. 
 ֤הַה֙רַמָא אוֹּ֣ לְו ֶ֔שֲׂעַי אה  Does he say but not do, 
 ֶ֖בִּדְוֹ֥ לְו ר׃הָנּ ֶֽמיִקְי א  or speak but not establish it? 
 
20ֵ֥נִּהֵ֖רָב הָ֑ק ָל ךְיִתְּח  20Behold, I have received (instruction to) bless; 
 ֵ֖רֵבוֹּ֥ לְו ךְ׃הָנּ ֶֽביִשֲׁא א  and (when) he has blessed, I cannot revoke it. 
 
21ִ֥בִּה־א ֹֽ לָ֨א טי֙ןֶוֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  21One perceives no misfortune in Jacob, 
 ָ֥אָר־ֹאלְוָ֖מָע הֵ֑אָרְשִׂיְבּ לל  and sees no distress in Israel: 
 ָ֤והְי֙ויָהלֱֹא ה֔מִּע וֹ  Yahweh his god is with him, 
 ַ֥עוּרְתוֶּ֖מ תֽבּ ךְֶל׃וֹ  and a king’s acclaim is in him. 
 
22ֵ֖אָ֣איִצוֹמ לָ֑רְצִמִּמ םםִי  22El, their liberator from Egypt, 
 ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת׃וֹֽל ם  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
                                                 
 
a
 LXX: ma&rtuv “witness.” Peshit[ta: 
  (lšhdwty) “to my testimony.” 
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23ִ֤כַּ֨נ־ֹאל י֙שַׁחֹ֔קֲעַיְבּ ב  23For there is no augury in Jacob, 
 ֶ֖ק־ֹאלְוְבּ םֶסֵ֑אָרְשִׂיל  and no divination in Israel: 
 ֵ֗עָכֵּ֤מָאֵי תֹ֙בקֲעַיְל ר  At the (appointed) time, it is told to Jacob 
 ֵ֔אָרְשִׂיְלוָּ֖פּ־הַמ ל׃ל ֵֽא לַע  and to Israel what God has done. 
 
24֙םָע־ןֶהִ֣בָלְכּ ֔קָי איםוּ  24Behold, a people who like a lion rises, 
 ִ֖רֲאַכְוָ֑שַּׂנְתִי יא  like a lion rouses itself: 
 ֹ֤ ל֙בַכְּשִׁי אֹ֣ י־דַע ֶ֔ט לַכאףֶר  It does not rest until it devours prey 
 ִ֖לָלֲח־םַדְו׃ה ֶֽתְּשִׁי םי  and drinks the blood of the slain. 
25ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמאָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֹ֖ק־םַגּ םֹ֣ ל בֶ֑בֳקִּת א וּנּ
ֵ֖רָבּ־םַגֹּ֥ ל ךְ׃וּנּ ֶֽכֲרָבְת א 26֣ ַיַּוָ֔עְלִבּ ןַעֹ֖ יַּו ם רֶמא
ָ֑לָבּ־לֶאֹ֗ לֲה קַ֤בִּדּ אֶ֨לֵא יִתְּר֙ךָיֹ֔מאֵל ֹ֛כּ ר ל
ֵ֥בַּדְי־רֶשֲׁאָ֖והְי ר֥תֹא ה׃ה ֶֽשֱׂע ֶֽא וֹ 27ֹ֤ יַּו֙קָלָבּ רֶמא 
ָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא֙אָנּ־הָכְל םָ֣קֶּא ֔ךֲָח ֖קָמ־לֶאֵ֑חַא םוֹ ר
ַ֤לוּאִי י֙רַשׁיֵ֣ניֵעְבּ ִ֔הלֱֹאָה יֹ֥בַּקְו םיִ֖ל וֹת׃ם ָֽשִּׁמ י 
28ַ֥קִּיַּוָ֖לָבּ חָ֑עְלִבּ־תֶא קֹ֣ ר ם֔עְפַּה שׁאָ֖ק ְשִׁנַּה רוֹ ף
ֵ֥נְפּ־לַע׃ן ֹֽמיִשְׁיַה י 29ֹ֤ יַּו֙םָעְלִבּ רֶמאָ֔לָבּ־לֶא  ק
ִ֥ל־הֵנְבֶּ֖זָב יָ֣עְבִשׁ הֹ֑חְבְּזִמ הֵ֥כָהְו ת֙יִל ןֶ֔זָבּ  ה
ָ֥עְבִשׁהִ֖רָפ ָ֥עְבִשְׁו םי׃םי ִֽליֵא ה 30֣ ַיַּוָ֔לָבּ שַׂע ק
ֶ֖שֲׁאַכַּ֣מָא רָ֑עְלִבּ רַ֛יַּו םָ֥פּ לַעַ֖אָו ר ׃ַח ֵֽבְּזִמַּבּ לִי
24:1 ַ֣יַּוָ֗עְלִבּ אְרִ֣כּ ם֞ט יֵ֤ניֵעְבּ בוֹ֙הָוהְי יֵ֣רָבְל  ךְ
ֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶאַ֥לָה־ֹאלְו לַ֖פְבּ־םַע ַֽפְכּ ךְַ֣רְקִל םַע תא
ִ֑שָׁחְנםיָ֥יַּו ָ֖בְּדִמַּה־לֶא תֶשׁ׃וי ָֽנָפּ ר 2ָ֨שִּׂיַּוָ֜עְלִב א ם
ָ֗ניֵע־תֶא֙אְרַיַּו ויֵ֔אָרְשִׂי־תֶא ֵֹ֖כשׁ לָ֑טָבְשִׁל ןִ֥הְתַּו וי י
ָ֖לָע֥ר וי׃םי ִֽהלֱֹא ַחוּ 3ָ֥שִּׂיַּו֖לָשְׁמ אַ֑מֹאיַּו וֹר  
25And Balaq said to Balaam, “Neither 
curse it at all, nor bless it at all!” 26And 
Balaam replied and said to Balaq, “Did 
I not speak to you saying, ‘All that 
Yahweh speaks—it shall I do?’” 27And 
Balaq said to Balaam, “Please come, I 
will take you to another place; perhaps 
it will be right in the eyes of (the) 
Elohim (that you) curse it for me from 
there.” 28And Balaq took Balaam to 
Rosh-Pevor, which overlooks the 
waste. 29And Balaam said to Balaq, 
“Build for me here seven altars, and 
provide for me here seven bulls and 
seven rams.” 30And Balaq did as 
Balaam had said, and he offered up 
bull and ram on the altar. 24:1And 
Balaam saw that it was good in 
Yahweh’s eyes to bless Israel; and he 
did not proceed, as in previous 
instances, to consult auguries, but set 
his face toward the wilderness. 2And 
Balaam lifted his eyes, and he saw 
Israel residing according to its tribes; 
and upon him was the spirit of Elohim. 
3And he took up his theme and said: 
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 ֻ֤אְנ֙םָעְלִבּ ם֣נְבּ ֹ֔עְב וֹר  Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor, 
 ֻ֥אְנוֶּ֖גַּה ם רֶבaֻ֥תְשׁןִי ָֽעָה םa׃  and utterance of the hero, apierced-open of eye;a 
 
4ֻ֕אְנֵֹ֖משׁ םֵ֑א־יֵרְמִא ַעל  4utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El, 
 ֶ֨שֲׁאֵ֤זֲחַמ רַדַּשׁ ה֙יֶ֔זֱח ֶֽי ה  who sees the vision of Šadday, 
 ֵ֖פֹנ֥לְגוּ ל׃םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּ  prostrate and uncovered of eyes. 
 
5ֹ֥טּ־הַמֶ֖לָהֹא וּבֹ֑קֲעַי ךָיב  5How good are your tents, O Jacob, 
 ֶ֖תֹנְכְּשִׁמ׃ל ֵֽאָרְשִׂי ךָי  your dwellings, O Israel! 
 
6ִ֣לָחְנִכָּ֔טִּנ םייוּ  6Like palm trees they are stretched out, 
 ֹ֖נַּגְכֵּ֣לֲע תָ֑הָנ יר  like gardens along a river; 
 ֙םיִלָהֲאַכַּ֣טָנ ָ֔והְי עה  like aloes Yahweh has planted, 
 ִ֖זָרֲאַכּ׃םִי ָֽמ־יֵלֲע םי  like cedars along water. 
 
7ַ֨מ־לַזּ  ִֽי֙םִיָ֣דִּמ ָ֔יְלו  7Water drips from his boughs, 
 ֖עְרַזְוַ֣מְבּ וִֹ֑בַּר םִיםי  and his seed is in many waters. 
 ֹ֤רָיְו֙גַגֲא ֵֽמ ם֔כְּלַמ וֹ  And his king shall be exalted above Agag, 
 ֵ֖שַּׂנִּתְו׃וֹֽתֻכְלַמ א  and his kingdom shall be lifted up. 
 
8ֵ֚א֣איִצוֹמ לַ֔רְצִמִּמ וֹםִי  8El, his liberator from Egypt, 
 ֹ֥פֲעוֹתְכֵּ֖אְר ת֑ל םוֹ  is like the horns of a wild ox for him. 
 ַ֞כֹאיִ֣יוֹגּ לָ֗רָצ םוי  He consumes nations, his oppressors, 
 ֶ֛היֵתֹמְצַעְוֵ֖רָגְי םם  and their bones he devours, 
 ָ֥צִּחְו׃ץ ָֽחְמִי וי  and (with) his arrows smites. 
 
9ַ֨רָכַּ֧כָשׁ עִ֛רֲאַכּ בי  9He crouches, laying in wait like a lion; 
 ִ֖בָלְכוִּ֣מ איֶ֑מיִקְי יוּנּ  and like a lion, who will rouse him? 
 ֶ֣כֲרָבְמ֔רָב ךָיךְוּ  Those who bless you are blessed, 
 ֶ֖רְרֹאְו׃רוּֽרָא ךָי  and those who curse you are cursed. 
                                                 
 
a—a
 Wellhausen, Albright: ָמַּתֶּשָֽׁע הִין  “who is perfect of eye.” Tg. Onqelos: ְדִפַּשָׁח ריַזי  “who sees well.” 
LXX: o( a)lhqinw~v o(rw~n “the (one) true of vision.” Vulgate: cuius obturatus est oculus “whose 
eye is closed.”  
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10ַ֤א־רַח ִֽיַּו֙קָלָבּ ףָ֔עְלִבּ־לֶא ֹ֖פְּסִיַּו םָ֑פַּכּ־תֶא ק וי
ֹ֨ יַּוָ֜לָבּ רֶמאָ֗עְלִבּ־לֶא קֹ֤קָל ם֙יַבְי ֹֽא בִ֔תאָרְק  ךָי
֙הֵנִּהְוַ֣רֵבּ ֵ֔רָב ָתְּכֶ֖ז ךְ֥לָֹשׁ ה׃םי ִֽמָעְפּ שׁ 11ָ֖תַּעְו ה
֣ךְָל־חַרְבֶּ֑מוֹקְמ־לֶא ַ֨מָא ךָ֙יִתְּר ֵ֣בַּכּ֔ךְָדֶבַּכֲא ד 
ֵ֛נִּהְו֥ךֲָעָנְמ הָ֖והְי ׃דוֹֽבָכִּמ ה 12ֹ֥ יַּוָ֖עְלִבּ רֶמא ם
ָ֑לָבּ־לֶאֹ֗ לֲה קַ֧גּ אֶ֛כָאְלַמ־לֶא םַ֥לָשׁ־רֶשֲׁא ךָי ָתְּח
ַ֖לֵאַ֥בִּדּ י׃ר ֹֽמאֵל יִתְּר 13ִ֨ל־ןֶתִּי־םִאָ֜לָב יֹ֣ לְמ ק א
֮וֹתיֵבֶ֣כּ ֒בָהָזְו ףֶס ֹ֣ לַ֗כוּא אֹ֙רבֲעַל לִ֣פּ־תֶא ָ֔והְי י ה
ֲעַל֥שָׂ֛בוֹט תוֹ֥א הָ֖עָר וִֹ֑בִּלִּמ הֵ֥בַּדְי־רֶשֲׁא יָ֖והְי ר ה
֥תֹא׃ר ֵֽבַּדֲא וֹ 14ָ֕תַּעְוִ֥נְנִה הֵ֖לוֹה יִ֑מַּעְל ךְ֙הָכְל י 
ָ֣עיִא֔ךְָצ ֶ֨שֲׁאֶ֜שֲׂעַי רָ֥עָה הֶ֛זַּה ם֖ךְָמַּעְל הִ֥רֲחַאְבּ  תי
׃םי ִֽמָיַּה 15ָ֥שִּׂיַּו֖לָשְׁמ אַ֑מֹאיַּו וֹר  
10And Balaq’s anger flared toward 
Balaam, and he clapped his hands; and 
Balaq said to Balaam, “To curse my 
enemies I summoned you, and behold, 
you have blessed them greatly these 
three times. 11And now, flee to your 
place! I said ‘I will honor you greatly,’ 
and behold, Yahweh has refused you 
honor.” 12And Balaam said to Balaq, 
“Was it not also to your messengers, 
whom you sent to me, that I spoke, 
saying, 13‘If Balaq were to give me the 
fullness of his house, silver and gold, I 
would be unable to oppose the mouth 
of Yahweh my God to do (anything,) 
good or ill, on my own; what Yahweh 
speaks—it shall I speak?’ 14And now, 
behold, I go to my people. Come, I will 
counsel you (regarding) what this 
people will do to your people in the 
end of days.” 15And he took up his 
theme and said: 
 ֻ֤אְנ֙םָעְלִבּ ם֣נְבּ ֹ֔עְב וֹר  Utterance of Balaam son of Bevor, 
 ֻ֥אְנוֶּ֖גַּה םֻ֥תְשׁ רֶב׃ןִי ָֽעָה ם  and utterance of the hero, pierced-open of eye; 
 
16ֻ֗אְנֵֹ֨משׁ םַ֙עֵ֔א־יֵרְמִא ל  16utterance of the hearer of the sayings of El, 
 ֵֹ֖דיְוַ֣דּ ַעְלֶע תַע֑יןוֹ  and knower of the knowledge of Elyon; 
 ֵ֤זֲחַמ֙יַדַּשׁ הֶ֔זֱחֶֽי ה  seer of the vision of Šadday, 
 ֵ֖פֹנ֥לְגוּ ל׃םִי  ָֽניֵע יוּ  prostrate and uncovered of eyes. 
 
17ֶ֨אְרֶא֙וּנֹּ֣ לְו ָ֔תַּע אה  17I see it, but not now, 
 ֶ֖רוּשֲׁאֹ֣ לְו וּנּ֑רָק אבוֹ  I apprehend it, but not soon: 
 ַ֨רָדָּ֜כוֹכּ ךְבaֹ֗קֲעַיּ ִֽמ ב  A sprouta from Jacob will rule, 
 ָ֥ק ְוֵ֨שׁ ם֙טֶבֵ֔אָרְשִׂיִּמ ל  and a staff from Israel will rise. 
                                                 
 
a
 Thus Morag 1995: 61–62. Tg. Onqelos, Tg. Pseudo-Yonatan: דַכּ “leader.” Tg. Neofiti: ךלמ “king.” 
LXX: a!stron “star.” Vulgate: stella “star.” 
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 ֙ץַחָמוֵּ֣תֲאַפּ ָ֔אוֹמ יב  And he will smite the corners of Moab 
 ַ֖ק ְרַקְורa׃ת ֵֽשׁ־יֵנְבּ־לָכּ  and the regiona of all the children of Seth; 
 
18ָ֨יָהְו֜דֱא הָ֗שֵׁרְי םוֹה  18and Edom shall be an inheritance, 
 ָ֧יָהְוָ֛שֵׁרְי הִ֖עֵשׂ הָ֑בְיֹא ריוי  and an inheritance shall be Sevir—his enemies. 
 ֵ֖אָרְשִׂיְוֹ֥ע ל׃לִי ָֽח הֶשׂ  And Israel does valorously, 
 
19 ֵ֖יְוֹ֑קֲעַיּ ִֽמ ְדְּרב  19and descends from Jacob, 
 ִ֥בֱא ֶֽהְוִ֖רָשׂ די׃רי ִֽעֵמ די  and destroys the remnant from the city. 
20֙אְרַיַּוֵ֔לָמֲע־תֶא ָ֥שִּׂיַּו ק֖לָשְׁמ אַ֑מֹאיַּו וֹר  20And he saw Amaleq, and he took up 
his theme and said: 
 ִ֤שׁאֵרגּ תי֙םִיוֵֹ֔לָמֲע ק  First of the nations is Amaleq, 
 ֖תיִרֲחַאְוֵ֥דֲע וֹ׃ד ֵֽבֹא י  but its fate (goes) to destruction. 
21֙אְרַיַּוִ֔ניֵקַּה־תֶא ָ֥שִּׂיַּו י֖לָשְׁמ אַ֑מֹאיַּו וֹר  21And he saw the Qenite(s), and he 
took up his theme and said: 
 ֙ןָתיֵאֶ֔בָשׁוֹֽמ ךָ  Permanent are your dwellings, 
 ִ֥שְׂוֶ֖סַּבּ םי׃ךָ  ֶֽנִּק עַל  and your nest is placed in the crevice. 
 
22ִ֥כֶּ֖יְהִי־םִא יָ֣בְל הָ֑ק ר ֵֽעןִי  22Nevertheless, Qayin will be for a conflagration, 
 ָ֖מ־דַע֥שַּׁא ה׃ָךּ ֶֽבְּשִׁתּ רוּ  when Assyria captures you. 
23ָ֥שִּׂיַּו֖לָשְׁמ אַ֑מֹאיַּו וֹר  23And he took up his theme and said: 
 ֕אִ֥מ יוֶֹ֖יְחִי י֥מֻשִּׂמ ה׃ל ֵֽא וֹ  Alas, who can live apart from El’s determination? 
 
24֙םיִצְוַ֣יִּמ ִ֔תִּכּ דםי  24Though boats (come) from the direction of Kittim, 
 ֥נִּעְווּ֖שַּׁא ֵ֑ע־וּנִּעְו רוּרֶב  and afflict Assyria, and afflict Eber, 
 ֖ה־םַגְוֵ֥דֲע אוּ׃ד ֵֽבֹא י  even he (goes) to destruction. 
25 ָ֣יַּוָ֔עְלִבּ םָקֵ֖יַּו םָ֣יַּו ךְֶלֹ֑מקְמִל בָשָׁ֖לָבּ־םַגְו וֹ ק
ַ֥לָה׃וֹֽכְּרַדְל ךְ  
25And Balaam rose and went and 
returned to his place, and Balaq also 
went on his way. 
a
                                                 
 
a
 Based on Akkadian qaqqaru “ground, territory.” See Milgrom 1990: 323 n. 66. 
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